
A walking trail exploring the  
international cultural heritage of an 
east Shropshire market town

WALKING WITH 
GIANTS
Tall tales and true from all around 
Wellington and The Wrekin



WELCOME TO 
WELLINGTON &  
THE WREKIN 
This is the story of a Shropshire market 
town, a little mountain (that is really 
a big hill) and their impact on the arts 
and popular culture — not just locally 
but all around the world! From folklore 
and fiction to science, poetry and 
song, Wellington and The Wrekin have 
inspired many great names across the 
centuries. So come with us now on 
a voyage of discovery and let’s go 
‘Walking with Giants.’

A Tale of One Town
Wellington is one of Shropshire’s oldest towns, with a history 
that stretches back at least one and a half thousand years 
or more. In Anglo Saxon times, it lay within the lands of the 
Wreocensaete, or Wrekin people, ancient Britons who were 
recorded in the Tribal Hidage — perhaps the area’s first entry 
into the written word! A few hundred years later, in 1086, 
Wellington appeared in another tax record: the Norman 
Domesday survey, when it was little more than a small village 
centred on the parish church.

All Saints became a victim itself in the next major chapter 
of the town’s story when it was damaged in the English Civil 
War, a defining moment in the history of the country that 
officially began with King Charles’ ‘Wellington Declaration’ in 
September 1642. It was in a field, in an unknown location on 
the edge of the town, that the ill-fated monarch declared war 
on Parliament, in a speech labelled by his contemporary the 
Earl of Clarendon (in his book The History of Warfare) as “not 
fit to be forgotten.” While the town was a medieval centre 
of woollen cloth manufacturing (as evidenced in local street 
names such as Walker Street and Tentreecroft, where cloth was 
hung out to dry on tenterhooks) it was the Industrialisation of 
the east Shropshire coalfield in the late 1700s that provided the 
backdrop for Wellington’s ascent to literary greatness. Within a 
few decades the town became a nationally significant publishing 
centre, launching literary dynasties and providing the inspiration 
for stories that would quite literally traverse the globe. 

One Man Waiting a Train 
Wellington station, where our trail begins, was the scene in 
November 1943 of another notable arrival, when a young 
Oxford graduate tentatively alighted on a rainy platform to 
be interviewed for a job he later said “seemed to determine 
the course of my life.” For just under three years, the town 
provided the setting for Philip Larkin to not only launch 
his career as a librarian but also as one of the twentieth 
century’s most influential poets, moulding his attitudes to 
life, love and relationships — the subjects of much of 
his greatest work. However, Larkin’s is but one of many 
astonishing Wellington cultural connections, so read on 
to discover stories that will take you all the way from 
Beatlemania-era Liverpool to Brönte country and the streets 
of New York to Patagonia…

 

Arrival
The ‘Walking With Giants’ heritage trail is a self-guided 
tour around sites of interest associated with a range of 
characters from the world of arts and culture who have all 
called Wellington home. It could take you anything from 
twenty minutes to two hours to complete, depending on 
which route you choose. For more details, just turn to the 
map in the centre of the booklet! 

There is also an opportunity to roam further afield by 
visiting the Wrekin Forest, the edge of which lies just a 
mile or so from the station. Wellington is an officially 
designated Walkers Are Welcome town, so look out for 
information boards around the platforms containing a 
wealth of information for visiting the area. Plusbus is also 
available from Wellington station, providing unlimited 
travel to a range of local destinations. 

www.wellingtonwalkwithgiants.co.uk
BOWRING PARK: a great place to break your journey 
en route to the Wrekin Hills

ROAD AND RAIL: Wellington’s station is located 
adjacent to the town’s bus interchange, where you can 
use Plusbus to take you to local attractions such as the 
Ironbridge Gorge museums.

WALKERS ARE WELCOME: The Wrekin is surrounded 
by a large, accessible network of traffic-free footpaths 
beginning just a mile from the centre of Wellington

REMEMBER: Philip Larkin is depicted in one of twelve 
Wellington town centre window murals to look out for 
along the trail!
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Wellington and The Wrekin around 1800



SINGLE-
HANDED AND 
UNTRAINED
Philip Larkin is widely regarded as one 
of the most important British writers of 
the twentieth century. His reputation 
rests on a relatively small body of work 
comprising just four poetry collections 
and two novels. That journey into print 
began in Wellington, where he became 
the town’s librarian in 1943. 

A Dreadful Mess
When Philip Larkin became Wellington’s librarian he was, 
incredibly, only the second person to hold the title — despite 
the institution having been open since 1902! “The library is a 
curious place” he observed in a letter to his mother “It is in a 
dreadful mess… If a book fails to return it is forgotten about!” 
Despite likening himself to a “racehorse pulling a corporation 
refuse cart” the young Oxford graduate quickly adjusted to his 
new role, for which he was essentially untrained, and set about 

updating the “grubby, torn and often antiquated stock.” In 
adding titles by authors such as DH Lawrence he was accused in 
some quarters of “filling the library with dirty books” but was 
vindicated by huge increases in lending, issuing a book every 
77 seconds in one session alone in late 1944!

When he wasn’t “doling out tripey novels to morons” (an 
utterance for which some Wellingtonians have never forgiven 
him), Larkin used his time well; being away from home, he 
later said, created “a raw state of mind that was very fruitful.” 
Between shifts in the reading room, he cultivated a parallel 
career as a writer, and it was in the library that most of his two 
novels and his first book of poetry were completed.

The North Ship 
Larkin was the key figure in a literary movement of the 
1950s and ‘60s that sought to describe the world in plain 
language everyone could understand. The romantic imagery 
of his first collection of poetry, The North Ship (published in 
1945) was somewhat at odds with that style. In the foreword 
to its second edition, in 1966, Larkin reflected on his former 
situation “isolated in Shropshire with a complete Yeats stolen 
from the local girls’ school.” That book was given to him by 
Ruth Bowman, Head Girl of the High School in King Street, who 
would eventually become his first real girlfriend.

“I FEEL LIKE A RACEHORSE PULLING 
A CORPORATION REFUSE CART”

Their relationship set many local tongues wagging, and they 
were regularly seen walking along Haygate Road, hand-in-
hand, reciting poetry to each other, en route to her Herbert 
Avenue home. While Ruth’s mother would declare Larkin 
“arty, unreliable and doomed to cause heartbreak” they 
were eventually engaged, a bond that survived his tenure 
in Wellington by some years. After several failed attempts, 
Larkin finally left in September 1946, securing a post at 
the University Library in Leicester. However, even he was 
prepared to concede he would “probably never do any job so 
spectacularly well again.”

SAY CHEESE: Larkin sent this postcard of himself to his 
sister Kitty in January 1945, explaining “birthday cards 
are a refinement of civilisation unknown to Wellington”!

VERY SHORT STORIES! Apley Castle, north of Wellington, is one of many Shropshire locations that may have provided 
inspiration for PG Wodehouse’s Blandings, the fictional hall set in the shadow of The Wrekin. While there’s no direct proof, in 
1922 the former estate did mourn the loss of its long-serving valet Mr Charles Geeves!

“I’d Have Missed It For Anything”! Discovering Larkin’s Wellington 
Despite once likening his situation to a “hole of toad’s turds”, Larkin settled 
easily into Wellington life and many of his local haunts can be visited today. 
Aside from the old library, Walker Street is also the location of his favourite 
pub, The Raven, where (alongside the Charlton Arms in Church Street) he 
entertained his good friend Kingsley Amis. Just around the corner are the 
Wrekin Buildings, home of the YMCA. It was in this venue (which has twice 
hosted semi-finals of the World Professional Snooker Championship) that 
Larkin learnt to play billiards, joining the organisation “after a particularly 
harrowing evening at the library when I was deluged with children, all 
badly-behaved except one, who wore a YMCA badge.” Larkin described the 
idea of getting a flat as “beyond my imagination” and two of the three 
boarding houses in which he lodged, including his main digs at Glentworth, 
in King Street, are also still in existence.

HOME FROM HOME: the former library in Walker 
Street, where Larkin worked and wrote
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He made at least three further visits to Wellington — including 
opening a “split level and splendid” extension to the library in 
1962 —observing on one occasion “It’s a curious little town, 
ugly and graceful all mixed up together.” A fitting epitaph to 
his awkward relationship with a place that did more for him 
than he would perhaps have cared to admit! 

THE RAVEN AND YMCA:  
as photographed by Larkin!

SLIGHT RETURN: Larkin opened the ’split level and 
splendid’ library extension in 1962 



HERE BE GIANTS!
Not long after Philip Larkin arrived in 
Wellington, he took a ‘nature ramble’ 
to The Wrekin. While the ascent of 
the fabled Midlands landmark left 
him feeling like “a piece of chewed 
string”, for many writers its brooding 
presence in the Shropshire landscape 
has inspired both tall tales and true. In 
fact, the arrival of the railway created 
a new level of interest in its folklore, 
influencing some of the twentieth 
century’s most famous literary works. 

Aboard The Iron Horse 
In many ways, Wellington station is the natural place to begin a 
tour of The Wrekin. When the railway arrived in the town, in 1849, 
it created a boom in what would now be termed ‘local tourism.’ It 
quickly became the destination for thousands of visitors to make 
their journey to the famous hill — many of them in horse-drawn 
carriages situated on the forecourt outside the station hotel (which 
originally began life as a refreshments room). 

The traveling public’s growing thirst for exploration coincided 
with a renewed interest in folklore and storytelling, aided by the 
massive growth in publishing during the nineteenth century. Many 
seemingly ancient tales were printed for the first time in this era 

and, with its breaching, whale-like contours and characterful rocky 
outcrops, The Wrekin was a particularly rich source of material. 
However, there was already a growing interest in recounting the 
numerous stories associated with the area.

Giant Steps
In 1748, a new curate and schoolmaster arrived in the village 
of Wroxeter, at Donnington School. During his five-year stay, 
Goronwy Owen witnessed the partial excavation of nearby 
Uriconium, the former army camp-cum-town that became the 
capital of the Celtic Cornovii tribe after it abandoned its chief 
hillfort on The Wrekin in the wake of the Roman Invasion in 
47AD. Owen’s major claim to fame, however, was his poetry, 
and it was in the shadow of the hill that some of his greatest 
verse was constructed. 

Owen’s work lay at the centre of a revival of a Bardic, 
storytelling tradition that began with early medieval Welsh texts 
such as the Canu Heledd (the laments of Heledd). It dealt with 
the destruction of Pengwern, an ancient semi-mythical Celtic 
kingdom within which The Wrekin supposedly lay. 

The origins of the hill and its people were still 
occupying some of the country’s finest minds 
two centuries later. In 1908, Welsh scholar Sir 
John Rhys suggested in his pamphlet All Around 
The Wrekin that it may have been named after a 
person (Gwrygon or Gwrgon), and that the Cornovii 
may simply have regarded themselves as his 
descendants. Rhys was the first Professor of Celtic 
at Oxford and his ideas proved highly influential 
to one young student: JRR Tolkien, author of The 
Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings. Tolkien is said 
to have walked The Wrekin while resident near 
Penkridge, Staffordshire, where he lived just after 
the First World War. It may well have been that the 
landscape and its mythology helped to provide at 
least some inspiration for his stories of Middle Earth. 

The Lore of the Land
Although their provenance may be doubtful, myths, legends and 
folklore have played an important role in helping generations 
define their sense of place in The Wrekin’s landscape. Yet, many 
tales of the hill and its creation share a surprising amount 
of detail with those of other locations. Nowhere is this more 
evident than in the case of giant lore, a strand of storytelling 
spanning many cultures. 

Norse mythology, for instance, contains numerous examples of 
local landmarks created by the violent interactions of quarrelling 

giants, while Welsh legend is equally rich in tales of hills and 
mountains harbouring a sleeping or imprisoned colossus! Stories 
from both of these traditions feature in The Wrekin’s profile 
and are not only limited to the hill itself but also to the many 
rocky outcrops atop its summit: from the Raven’s Bowl to the 
Bladder Stone and Needle’s Eye. As we shall see, they have 
been responsible for influencing many well-known writers and 
poets, too. 

THE WREKIN

I WOULDN’T BOTHER, MATE! The legend of the 
Wellington Cobbler and the Wrekin Giant as retold in a 
1930s cigarette card

ALIGHT HERE FOR THE WREKIN: Wellington Station 
at the time of opening in 1849 

Captain Webb, the Dawley Man…
While many carriage rides began from Wellington station in the Victorian era, no 
journey was perhaps more notable than one that occurred in 1875. Its occupant 
was Captain Matthew Webb, who was arriving back in Shropshire after becoming 
the first man to successfully swim the Channel — a feat that not only made him 
a national hero but perhaps the world’s first sporting superstar.

In his autobiography, The Art of Swimming, Webb understatedly wrote of the 
historic swim “I felt now I should do it, and I did it.” Luckily, the huge crowds 
attending his homecoming were far less restrained, removing the horses from his 
waiting carriage and pulling their hero all the way to Ironbridge! Webb, who was 
killed in ill-fated attempt to swim the Niagara Falls rapids, was later remembered 
in Sir John Betjeman’s poem A Shropshire Lad. MATTHEW WEBB



A STONE BRIDGE 
OUT OF 
PRE-HISTORY 
The famous toast to ‘All Friends 
around The Wrekin’ owes its origins 
to a dedication from The Recruiting 
Officer, a play written in 1706. Its 
author George Farquhar was, however, 
far from being the first writer to pay 
homage to the hill, which has been the 
subject of many a written word over the 
last thousand years.

The Heaving Forest Fleece
Although there are many alternative explanations for The 
Wrekin’s existence, it appears the hill really emerged around 
566 million years ago. Its birth occurred during a period of 
intense volcanic mountain building that also created some other 
well-known Shropshire landmarks, including Caer Caradoc and 
the Lawley. However, it’s not the oldest hill in the Wrekin range 
(for there are five altogether, including The Ercall, St Lawrence’s 

Hill and Maddocks Hill). That honour belongs to the Wrekin’s 
southern bookmark the Little Hill, which despite its modest 
epithet emerged some 677 million years ago, predating life 
on Earth itself.

According to Sir John Rhys, a charter of 855 marked The 
Wrekin’s first appearance in the written word. By 1066, it lay 
at the centre of a vast royal hunting forest that was massively 
expanded by the Norman invaders but abolished in the early 
thirteenth century. So, when Tudor antiquary John Leland visited 
in 1530 what he documented in his famous Itinerary travelogue 
was a hill that “standeth as a Pharos, entirely barren of wood.” 
It was certainly some way from the “heaving forest fleece” 
where the winds plied the saplings double that AE Housman 
depicted in his 1896 Shropshire Lad collection of poems.

Leland’s description of The Wrekin foretold of its role as part 
of the network of warning beacons heralding the approaching 
Spanish Armada in 1588. The scene was recalled by Lord 
Macaulay in 1842 who charted, from peak-to-peak, the 
nationwide progress of each flame being lit until, at last, was 
seen “streamed in crimson on the wind the Wrekin’s crest of 
light.” Macaulay wasn’t the only nineteenth century poet to 
feature the hill in their work, although the identity of the “old 
man of the Wrekin, whose shoes were always creaking” in 
Edward Lear’s Book of Nonsense remains a mystery! 

Disproving a Myth
While the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries witnessed a 
revival in the chronicling of old tales, for one Wellington-born 
doctor the advent of mass publishing represented a chance 
to dispel medical claims made on behalf of folklore. In 1776 
William Withering published The Botany, the first modern study 
of British plantlife. An immediate success, it would be reprinted 
in three separate editions within just 16 years, opening up 
the subject to a wider, less learned audience and gaining 
widespread acceptance across Europe in the process. 

Incredibly, the feat was repeated again by another Wellington 
writer in the Victorian era. TC Eyton owned the company 
responsible for constructing the reservoir that still stands at 
the bottom of The Wrekin today. However he lived something 
of a double life. He was also an internationally renowned 
ornithologist who published many books on the subject and 
whose research was utilised by his friend Charles Darwin in 
the definitive On the Origin of Species. Eyton was a member 
of a family that cast a long shadow over Wellington’s literary 
accomplishments, and it’s to them we will now turn.

 

VERY SHORT STORIES! Between 1697 and ‘98 Celia Fiennes travelled the country on horseback recording the life and 
customs of the time. En route, she visited “The Reeke”, “noted for the highest piece of ground in England” — a local ‘fact’ she 
was easily able to refute! Although her travelogue Through England on a Side Saddle in the Time of William and Mary was written 
in 1702, it was not published until 1888.

Making the Pilgrimage
The edge of the Wrekin Forest is less than a brisk half hour walk 
from Wellington station. While the hill itself is a little further, there 
are literally miles of footpaths and hours of good walking to be 
had discovering this northerly quarter of the Shropshire Hills Area 
of Outstanding Natural Beauty. West Midlands Trains also provide 
two spaces for cycles on every service, free of charge, for those who 
prefer their exploration on two wheels.

To discover more about the area and its incredible natural heritage 
(including mobile-phone friendly walking trails to The Wrekin starting 
from the station), visit: www.explorethewrekin.co.uk

IN THE SHADOW OF LITTLE HILL: the oldest member 
of the Wrekin range is within easy reach if you pop your 
bike on the train

THE BIRDMAN OF WELLINGTON: TC Eyton once 
lived at the Vineyard, the Georgian house after which 
Vineyard Road is named

STUCK IN THE NEEDLE’S EYE

MYTH-BREAKER! 
An illustration of a 
Foxglove from William 
Withering’s The Botany 
(UCL London)



Town Centre 
1	 Wellington Railway Station 
2	 3 Market Square (Houlston’s Printers) 
3	 Plimer Brothers Mural (Bell Street)
4	 14 New Street (Hesba Stretton’s Birthplace)
5	 Wrekin Buildings (Wellington YMCA)
6	 The Raven Public House
7	 Former Wellington Public Library
8	 Larkin Mural (Pheasant Pub)
9	 General Market 
10	 Former Wellington Journal Offices 
11	 All Saints Parish Church 

Longer Route
12	 Former Methodist Church
13	 New Hall
14	 Fountain Place
15	 Former Vicarage Lodge
16	 Alexander House (Larkin Lodgings) 
17	 Christ Church 
18	 Old Hall
19	 Former Girls’ High School
20	 Glentworth (Larkin Lodgings) 
21	 Former Constitution Hill School 
22	 Wrekin College
23	 Ladycroft (site of Larkin Lodgings)
24 	 The Vineyard (TC Eyton)
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TRAIL

Key
Town Centre Route
Longer Route
Optional route

GOING TO THE WREKIN? Wellington Walkers Are 
Welcome has developed a range of easy-to-follow routes 
from Wellington to The Wrekin. For more information, 
visit the group’s website:  
www.wellingtonwalkersarewelcome.org.uk

NNN

Read All About It: Extra Giant Content! 
To discover more about the people, places and events that shaped Wellington’s cultural 
heritage, visit our dedicated website: www.wellingtonwalkwithgiants.co.uk



IN THE 
BEGINNING
Wellington’s extraordinary story of 
literary accomplishment began just 
over 200 years ago in the unlikely 
setting of All Saints church. It was 
here, in 1802, that the appointment 
of a new vicar created an overnight 
sensation, laying the foundations for an 
enduring tradition that would inspire 
Wellingtonians to take their stories all 
around the globe.

A Beloved Pastor
John Eyton became Vicar of Wellington in 1802, when his 
father Thomas (the local squire) exercised his right to present 
his third-born son to the living of the parish. Ordinarily, such 
a high degree of nepotism might not bode well but Reverend 
Eyton was cut from very different cloth, both literally and 
metaphorically. A recent graduate of St John’s Cambridge, he 
was thoroughly schooled in the college’s evangelical tradition 

and his energetic style quickly won many admirers, locally 
and further afield. Deep in the family archive lies a letter 
from Miss Frances Sparrow of Wrockwardine, one of the 
Eyton’s legal clients, that makes plain the young curate’s 
immediate impact. 

“You would hardly believe it possible for so young a person, 
but 21, to have established such a character, as he bears 
here – but his whole study is to benefit the poor and to 
assist distress.” Eyton fostered a strong association with 
non-conformist faiths across the east Shropshire coalfield, 
particularly the Methodists, which proved hugely influential. 
Sadly, ill health ended his life in 1823, at the age of just 
45. In his History of Salop, Charles Hulbert wrote “the sorrow 
and distress of the affectionate parishioners of Wellington… 
maybe conceived but cannot be described.” Eyton’s legacy, 
however, was assured.

Making Tracts
The rising tide of evangelical fervour in east Shropshire 
was noted with interest by one Wellington booksellers. F 
Houlston and Son had been in Market Square since 1779 
but in 1805 took the momentous decision to begin printing 
pamphlets. One of its first publications was a sermon 
delivered by Reverend Eyton. Copyright laws at the time 
were such that the purchaser was entitled to fourteen years 
of ownership, during which time all profits accrued to them. 
Meanwhile, the ‘exchange system’ enabled publishers to 
extend distribution across the country by making deals with 
rival firms. 

Houlston’s remained in Wellington until around 1840 but 
much of its trade had already been transferred to London 
following a fire at the Market Square premises in 1824. 
By that time, it was a business transformed and had 
grown to become one of the leading provincial publishing 
houses in the country. Its reputation rested on cornering 
the market in children’s literature, much of which had a 
heavily instructive, evangelical tone. Key to its success was 
a Shropshire author whose work George Orwell would later 
condemn as evil! 

 

 

ALL SAINTS PARISH CHURCH

GONE: this lodge in New Church Road is all that 
remains of the former vicarage Reverend Eyton and his 
family once called home 

KEEPING SHOP: the interior of Houlston’s booksellers 
at 3 Market Square.

VERY SHORT STORIES! In 1860 Reverend Eyton’s fourth son Robert William (1815-1881) completed the 12-volume 
Antiquities of Shropshire, perhaps the most detailed history of the county ever written. On his death, The Times newspaper wrote 
“the country has lost in Mr Eyton an antiquary... who could hardly be surpassed.” 

Musical Offerings
Alongside Reverend Eyton’s pamphlet, one of Houlston’s earliest publications 
was a sermon delivered by Henry Gauntlett, another Wellington curate well-
versed in the evangelical tradition. His son, Henry John, was born here in 
1805 and would become one of the century’s leading hymn writers, creating 
over a thousand pieces, including Irby — better known as the music to 
Once In Royal David’s City. A skilled organist, Gauntlett was chosen in 
1846 by Mendelssohn to perform Elijah at Birmingham Town Hall, who later 
declared “he ought to have a statue!”

Another keyboard maestro was born in the town in 1852. Samuel Corbett 
was the son of a Wellington whitesmith and lost his sight aged just three 
months. He was the first blind person to gain a Doctorate in Music from 
Cambridge and wrote many tunes, including a Wrekin Polka! A mural of 

Corbett and his father exists on the side of the old Wellington Journal Offices in Church Street. Once a leading Shropshire 
newspaper, its former employees include Ian Hunter, leader of Mott The Hoople, who worked here as a cub reporter in the 
late 1950s.

HJ GAUNTLETT

Ro
ya

l C
oll

eg
e o

f O
rga

nis
ts



A DYNASTY IS 
BORN
Wellington’s reputation as a literary 
centre was in no small part based on 
the stories of two sisters with strong 
Shropshire connections. However, the 
town was also the launch pad for a 
dynasty more commonly associated 
with rugged hills and windswept 
moorlands. 

Bearing Gifts
F Houlston and Son owed much of its success to a 
Worcestershire-born author who settled in Bridgnorth before 
becoming a military wife in India, where she wrote many 
stories for children. Mary Martha Sherwood’s tale of colonial 
life The History of Little Henry and His Bearer, published in 
1814, became a huge hit and by the time she arrived back in 
England two years later she was very much in demand. At the 
head of the queue was Edward Houlston, as Mrs Sherwood later 

recalled: “As I was going along I was met by a little, neat, 
cheerful man who instantly accosted me with a very polite bow, 
saying ‘It is indeed a privilege to see the authoress of Henry 
and His Bearer.’ ‘Well, to be sure’ I thought and ‘how does 
this person know me, and who is this very civil man, and why 
is he so glad to see me?’ Afterwards, I found out that he was 
Mr Houlston from Wellington, a neighbouring town, the person 
who had published the little book.” Mrs Sherwood’s time in 
India was marked out by tragedy and the death of her second 
child led her to convert to evangelical Christianity. The morally 
instructive tone of her stories was certainly in tune with the 
times and by the end of the decade Houlston’s enjoyed a virtual 
monopoly of not only her work but her sister’s, Lucy Lyttelton 
Cameron — who lived nearby in Snedshill, and was married to 
the vicar of Donnington Wood.

“AFTERWARDS, I FOUND OUT THAT 
HE WAS MR HOULSTON FROM 

WELLINGTON, THE PERSON WHO 
HAD PUBLISHED THE LITTLE BOOK”

Despite writing nearly 400 pieces, and in spite Houlston’s 
reputation for good practice, Mrs Cameron‘s experiences 
reflected the cut-throat nature of the era for female writers. 
“Had I not been ill-used to about my books”, she later reflected 
in her memoirs, “and had I received what I ought to have 
done in common honesty, I should have been rich.” With Mrs 
Sherwood’s death, in 1851, Houlston’s finally lost its monopoly 
but it was really the rise of non-secular, state education in the 
latter half of the nineteenth century that effectively ended its 
era of dominance and by 1910 the company ceased to exist. 

Cottage Poems
In 1811, Houlston’s published the first of two small volumes 
of poetry by yet another Wellington curate. Cottage Poems, 
the firm declared, “Is chiefly designed for the lower classes 
of society”, adding “the author has not written much, and 
has endeavoured not to burden his subjects with matter!” 
That author was young Irishman Patrick Brönte, a graduate 
of St John’s Cambridge and follower of the evangelical 
cause who had been drawn to the town by Reverend John 
Eyton’s powerful preaching. By the time he entered into print, 
however, Brönte had already left. Nevertheless, the impact of 
his short stay was such that it’s doubtful he would ever have 
fathered the renowned literary dynasty of Emily, Anne and 
Charlotte Brönte without it. 

During his year-long residency in 1809 Brönte stayed with 
Eyton in his edge-of-town Georgian vicarage, performing a 
range of duties for the ailing minister. He also befriended 
local schoolmaster John Fennell and fellow curate William 
Morgan and it was through them he gained access to the 
‘Madeley Circle’, a group of like-minded individuals that 
met in the nearby town at the home of Mary Fletcher, an 
important figure in the history of Methodism. Through the 

MARY MARTHA SHERWOOD: the children’s author 
was largely responsible for creating Houlston’s  
publishing empire

Circle, Brönte was able to secure a move to Yorkshire and 
was eventually followed by Morgan and Fennell, who was 
responsible for introducing Brönte to his future wife Maria 
Branwell (whose cousin was also dating Morgan). 

Artistic Adventures
On the corner of New Street and Bell Street, you can find another of Wellington’s Makers 
Dozen murals (pictured left). It depicts a scene of two young brothers running away to 
join the circus in order to escape being apprenticed to their clockmaker father. The pair in 
question is Nathaniel and Andrew Plimer, who would become two of the early nineteenth 
century’s most celebrated miniaturists. Settling in London in 1781, where they received 
artistic training while working as servants, both would eventually exhibit at the Royal 
Academy and their work continues to command high prices today. 

Aside from its connections to Philip Larkin and Patrick Brönte, New Church Road was also 
home to an artistic dynasty: the Lawsons. Four children were born at the family home in 
Fountain Place, including noted illustrator Wilfred (1843-1935) and Malcolm (1847-1917), 
the conductor, musician and composer who is responsible for the popular arrangement of the 
Skye Boat Song. Cecil Lawson (1849-1882) was a celebrated landscape painter once praised 
by Oscar Wilde, but whose life was cut tragically short by illness. He was the inspiration for 
the character Cyril Scott in George Bernard Shaw’s first novel Immaturity.

THE RURAL MINSTREL: Patrick Brönte had two volumes 
of poetry published in Wellington

MARKET SQUARE, WELLINGTON
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THROUGH A 
NEEDLE’S EYE
Hesba Stretton, one of the best-selling 
British authors of the late nineteenth 
century, was born in Wellington in 
1832 as Sarah Smith. Her early years 
in the town were pivotal in shaping her 
writing, providing insight and skills that 
would later mark her out as a noted 
social reformer and ground-breaking 
businesswoman. 

A Provincial Post Office
Sarah Smith was the third of eight children born to Anne and 
Benjamin Smith, a bookseller and publisher who learnt the 
printing trade at F Houlston & Son and, in 1827, became the 
town’s first postmaster. Sarah’s early years were defined by 
the loss of three siblings and her mother, who died when she 
was ten. In consequence, she was forced to take a hands-on 
role in the family’s New Street shop. Her work brought her 
into contact with a very wide social circle in a location where 
Georgian townhouses and back-to-back slums were both within 
five minutes of her doorstep. All would inform her writing and 

VERY SHORT STORIES! The New Hall was opened by Dr J Edward Cranage, founder of Old Hall School. His son, the Very Rev. 
David Somerset Herbert Cranage, Dean of Norwich, was also an eminent historian whose titles included An Architectural Account of 
the Churches of Shropshire and Cathedrals and How They Were Built.

surrounded, as she was, by books, inspiration was always close 
at hand. 

Sarah’s retail experience also gave her expert knowledge of 
the periodicals that might publish her stories. However, success 
arrived thanks to her sister Lizzie, who in 1859 secretly sent 
a piece she’d written, The Lucky Leg (a tale of a widower who 
only proposes to women with wooden legs!), to Charles Dickens, 
then editor of Household Words. Dickens would be an influential 
friend, nurturing and encouraging Sarah who was now using 
the pseudonym Hesba Stretton — an acronym of her surviving 
siblings’ initials and the town of Church Stretton, where she had 
several relatives. Sarah was raised in a Methodist household 
and the evangelical tone of her work led the Religious Tract 
Society in 1863 to publish Fern’s Hollow, her first novel. Life, 
however, was about to change in many ways.

The Storm Of Life
Rooted in personal experience, Fern’s Hollow, the tale of a 
Shropshire coalmining family, was typical of Sarah’s early 
style. Following her father’s retirement, closure of the post 
office, and her sister Lizzie’s move to the northwest to become 
a governess, she decided in 1863 to leave for Manchester. 
There was, she wrote in her logbook, a “profound silence and 
stagnation at home.” City life led to a new focus on social 
realism in her work and in 1866 the release of Jessica’s First 
Prayer elevated her to stardom. In the next decade, 23 novels 
followed and Sarah broke with convention by dealing personally 
with her publishers, avoiding the pitfalls that faced many 
female writers. The strong focus on child abuse, exploitation 
and domestic violence in her work firmly established her as the 
pre-eminent writer of the ‘street-waif’ tale, with fans including 
Queen Victoria and Florence Nightingale. In later life, she was a 
prominent campaigner for child labour reform and a key figure 
in establishing the London [National] Society for Prevention of 
Cruelty to Children. She died at home in the capital in 1911. 

Finding Hesba
While a blue plaque adorns the Smith family home at 14 New Street, there 
are other important local sites in the Hesba Stretton story. Just before 
she left Wellington, the town experienced another evangelical revival. In 
1862, Sarah attended the laying of the foundation stone of the building 
from which New Hall Road takes its name. She was directly involved in 
fundraising for the 800-seat mission hall (supposedly the first in England) 
and attended many ‘revival teas’ at the Town Hall above Wellington 
Market. She was also present when the famous preacher Richard Weaver 
spoke to “crowds upon crowds”, as she described it, at the former Methodist 
church in High Street — which is perhaps better known through its later 
incarnation as the Chad Valley Wrekin Toy Works, birthplace of Sooty and 
Sweep! Sarah visited the Wrekin Hills regularly, including on Good Friday 
1861 when she wrote in her log book, “went to The Ercall, found it a 
desecrated shrine invaded by marauding people worse than Goths, who 
perhaps did not throw orange peeled around the ruined temples of Italy.”

BIRTHPLACE OF A LEGEND: the Smith family’s former 
business at 14 New Street 

JESSICA’S FIRST PRAYER: an international bestseller 
translated into 13 languages

HESBA STRETTON

WELLINGTON MARKET: the Town Hall 
was located upstairs in the building on 
the left

NEW HALL: Sarah attended the laying of 
its foundation stone in June 1862



WELLINGTON 
SCHOOL DAYS
Wellington saw a huge expansion 
in the provision of schooling in the 
nineteenth century. By the end of the 
era, it not only had more state schools 
than any other town in Shropshire but 
two private institutions that brought 
many new faces to the area, adding a 
new chapter to its literary story. 

In Old Hall
The Old Hall in Holyhead Road, which dates from at least 1480, 
was built on a parcel of land granted by royal decree to the 
Forester family in its role as hereditary warden of the Wrekin 
Forest. In the early 1800s, it was leased to Thomas Cranage 
whose grandson Edward opened a small private school there in 
1845, starting with just five pupils. 

Edward’s mother (who had been widowed ten years previously) 
was in fact already teaching on site. The alumni at Martha 
Cranage’s Day School for Girls included Sarah Smith (Hesba 
Stretton), whose attendance was limited by ill health, fostering 
the self-taught love of books that honed her writing skills. Skip 
forwards a century, to 1948, and another notable talent was 
arriving at the now flourishing institution of 108 pupils. “Dear 
Mummy and Daddy. It is a lovely school” wrote the seven year-
old Bruce Chatwin in a letter home. Despite being labelled “a 

rather careless worker” whose “attention soon wanders”, he 
would spend hours in the school library tracing the journeys of 
Joshua Slocum in the Times Atlas, inspiring a love of adventure 
that would lead him to become a revered travel writer and 
novelist — a term he eschewed, preferring instead the title 
of ‘storyteller’. In 1982, the Shropshire border provided the 
backdrop for perhaps his greatest story of all, On the Black Hill, 
the episodic, award-winning saga of a Marches farming family 
and its fluctuating fortunes. It wouldn’t be the last time the 
county, or indeed Wellington, would feature in his work. 
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OLD HALL SCHOOL: opened in 1845 by Dr J Edward 
Cranage, who was just 19 at the time

SONGLINES: the award-winning travel writer and 
‘story-teller’ Bruce Chatwin attended Old Hall between 
1948 and 1953

Pre-Beatlemania
Bruce Chatwin died of an AIDS-related illness in 1989. To many, 
his innate skill as a writer was an ability to blend fact and 
fiction, by mixing folklore, gossip and social history. So it was 
with his last story, The Seventh Day. The tale of a “nervous and 
skinny boy with thick, fair hair’” who hated boarding school 
so much he developed what he believed was a fatal illness, it 
borrowed not only from the writer’s unhappy experiences at Old 
Hall but also the tale of the only pupil to die there; who school 
legend decreed had expired from constipation.

“WHEN THE JUNIOR MASTER MET 
HIM AT WELLINGTON THE BOY 

WAS SHAKING ”

Just as Bruce Chatwin was arriving in Wellington, across town, 
Wrekin College was also gaining a star pupil. While his academic 
record was equally unremarkable (he would leave early just two 
years later), Brian Epstein would go on to manage the greatest 
band in the history of popular music and be credited by Paul 
McCartney as the ‘fifth Beatle’. Epstein documented his Wrekin 
years in an autobiography, A Cellarful of Noise, recalling “I 
didn’t like it, nor it me.” In 1964, however, he told a local 
newspaper that of the many schools he attended “it held the 
most affectionate place in my memories.”

The literary connections continue today through children’s writer 
and illustrator, Old Hallian and New College alumna Nadia 
Shireen who, like Epstein, also fondly remembers Wellington 
itself: “There was a library, a market, a record shop and a train 
station, so it seemed OK to me.” 

From Ketley to New York
Brian Epstein wasn’t the only local scholar to enjoy transatlantic success. In 1890, 
Ketley-born preacher Samuel Parkes Cadman made his own fateful stateside 
trip. Had it been the end of a journey, rather than the beginning of another 
chapter, his story would already have been remarkable. Raised in a Methodist 
household, from the age of eleven he honed his oratory skills between shifts in 
a local colliery. His talents were recognised by John Bayley, founder of Wrekin 
College, who had been his headmaster at nearby Constitution Hill School. Bayley 
would sponsor Cadman’s path through theological college, where he made the 
connections that took him to the streets of Brooklyn and fame as a congregational 
minister. Cadman wrote many books on theology but is best remembered as 
perhaps the first radio preacher. By the late 1920s, his broadcasts were heard by 
more than 30 million Americans, while many more read his daily column in the 
New York Tribune. He is commemorated today in Brooklyn, at Cadman Plaza and 
Cadman Plaza Park.

WREKIN COLLEGE

S PARKES CADMAN: from pit ‘pony 
boy’ to transatlantic radio star and Doctor 
of Divinity 

BILLY AND FATCAT: the creations of writer, illustrator 
and Wellingtonian Nadia Shireen

SHAKE IT UP BABY, NOW! Brian Epstein (seventh from 
the right, top row) at Wrekin
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Visiting Wellington
Wellington, Shropshire’s second largest market town, is located 
near the centre of the county thirteen miles from Shrewsbury 
and a mile north of The Wrekin Hill. If you are visiting for the 
first time, why not take advantage of its excellent transport 
links? The railway station is situated in the centre of town, 
(offering regular services to the West Midlands and mid-Wales) 
and lies adjacent to the local bus interchange. 

The long distance National Cycle Network Route 81 also passes 
through the town and secure parking is available in several 
locations, including at the station, where provision exists for 
carrying bikes on all local services. Wellington is also an 
officially accredited Walkers Are Welcome town — for more 
details consult the notice boards on the station platforms.
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About Us
Wellington Local Agenda 21 Group is a not-for-profit community 
organisation that seeks to bring local people together to find 
solutions to global problems affecting all our lives. We maintain 
an active and on-going commitment to help protect and 
conserve our town’s natural and historic heritage. To find out 
more about our activities, and how you can get involved, visit:

www.wellingtonla21.org.uk
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