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To the Bridge and Pugh families that are descended from James (1799-1878) and Charlotte (1810-1889), wherever they may be.
As James lay quietly in his bed, with the covers and sheets smoothed down over him, he realized with a note of resignation and some morbid satisfaction that his time would soon be over.
He was content in his imposed solitude aware that his wife, children and their families were around the house, amidst the hustle and bustle of trying to get everything calm and organised for his last days in this world.
He contemplated the disfigurement that had actually put him in this position. He had never been considered strong, but he had always been healthy and had never succumbed to any form of illness… until now that is. His life had been long and, in his own terms, successful, so he had nothing to complain about, but it did frighten him that the illness had taken hold of him so quickly and made him so weak and incapable of looking after himself.
His ever-youthful wife had stood by him for the fifty years of their marriage. He had loved her dearly, and still did, although perhaps he had never demonstrated this enough - he just wished that she hadn't had to see him in this condition. He also worried about how she would manage after he had gone.
His children had all now grown up however, so he thought that his wife would be well looked after by them, and at least he didn't need to concern himself on that score.
The pain was becoming more constant now, and he kept drifting in and out of consciousness. It had been excruciating to start with, but the doctor had given him some medicine for it. It didn't stop the pain, but he didn't bother about it quite so much - he felt separated from the sensation, and was strangely euphoric.
He stared into the flickering flames of the log fire at the foot of his bed, feeling some warmth on his face, and momentarily catching a hint of the resinous wood-smoke in his nostrils. He was no longer sure what was real and what was in his mind - he drifted in and out of a dream world, sometimes clear and lucid, and other times he couldn't even recognise who or what was in the room with him. His mind wandered from event to event throughout his life, some happy and some sad. He was perhaps more aware of the sounds around him than anything he could see or feel, and some of these sounds brought back many memories.
The tap-tapping on his window aroused him from his dreams, so he looked in the direction that the noise was coming from and saw that a large black rook had landed inquisitively on the windowsill. The rook was pecking on the glass and croaking, apparently to him.
James smiled at the antics of the bird and it took his mind back to the days of his youth. The mellow sensations and distant memories of his rural upbringing gradually surfaced, when he had seen crows and rooks aplenty flying around the trees, jet-black against the sky with the feathered fingers of their wings extended, and black eyes alert for any suitable food on the ground.
Was this just a dream? He knew it was not! This was his life…
* * *
Part 1 : Waggons & Horses - Inkberrow, Worcestershire 1799-1830
Chapter 1
It was a chilly autumn morning with a cold, easterly breeze. There were many small grey clouds drifting lazily across the crisp, pale blue sky. The sun had struggled to provide warmth early that morning, but now as it rapidly climbed higher into the sky it promised to be a very pleasant day. Nonetheless the mist still hung closely to the ground, and in places the fields were almost invisible. The tops of the trees could be seen clearly as the sun started to burn off the haze. Reds, greens, yellows and browns were scattered amongst the lines of hedgerows, coppices and well-established woods surrounding the centre of the village.
Every so often a rook soared around the tree-tops in the distance, with frequent 'caw caws' echoing across the landscape, giving evidence of many more birds hidden amongst the trees. The intervening silence could be felt everywhere. A well-utilised road ran right through the middle of the village, and there were a number of dirt tracks that led on to the local farms. The grass, ferns and brambles that lined the edges of the road were wet with the heavy morning dew, and many muddy puddles lay in the ruts and tracks as a result of some persistent rain overnight. It was a quiet village that lay amongst the fields and farms of the gently rolling countryside. The local produce of these farms supplied the markets at the nearby towns on a regular basis, and was transported there by the use of horses, oxen and heavy waggons.
Unfortunately these large waggons with a swivelling front axle wrecked the surface of the roads, due to their excessive weight and size. In an attempt to prevent damage to the roads, the waggons were restricted, by law, to eight horses or eight oxen, and loads were limited to thirty hundredweight in summer, but only twenty in winter because of the problems caused by deep ruts forming in the mud. Waggons were only able to be used where the roads were passable, but the demand for carriage and return was substantial, so the skill of the waggoner and the ability of the horses made a significant difference to what loads could be carried and where.
They were preferred to packhorses, by whoever had the money to afford them, for conveying heavy and bulky goods over short and middle distances, due to the relative ease of transport, and the ability to carry much larger loads.
However, the coming of the turnpike roads, with their toll-gates, allowed rapid expansion of waggon services to London and provincial towns. In the nearby towns, local newspapers carried advertisements offering quick services by 'stage-waggons' and 'flying waggons', which would only take three days to get from the Midlands to London in the tranquil age of the Georgian Kings. There had been nothing like these broad roads in England since Roman times and they were present now on all of the main routes between major towns. These roads were hard and smooth and supplanted the old cart-ways and tracks that had been used as the principal ways within anyone's living memory. Most were privately run - each set up with their charter of authority from Parliament, each with their own shareholders. Some of the turnpike trusts owned the right to toll large stretches of highway, some only two or three miles long; but they were profitable and efficient.
Located half-way along one of these major routes between Worcester and Stratford-upon-Avon lay the small village named Inkberrow. It had a village green surrounded by a mixture of half-timbered and mellow brick houses. Hidden away from the road at one end of the village was a moat, which at one time had surrounded a medieval Manor House, built, reputedly, on the foundations of an ancient castle. None of this was in existence any longer apart from a few mounds and some rubble. At the other end, close to the parish church, was The Old Bull, a two-storey, sixteenth-century coaching inn that had been a barn originally, before becoming an alehouse. It was said that William Shakespeare lodged at the inn on the way to Worcester to collect his marriage licence in 1582; King Charles apparently took refuge there on his way to the Battle of Naseby in 1645, leaving behind him some important Royalist maps, hidden in one of the bedrooms of the inn; and that subsequently King Charles II, stayed there after fleeing from the battle of Worcester in 1651.
The village of Inkberrow was the centre of a thriving, well spread-out farming community, from Little Inkberrow and Stockwood a mile and a half to the north-west, Lench Farm and Abbots Morton two miles to the east, Radford to the south, and a scattering of stone-pits and quarries following the turnpike to the west. The soil was predominantly sandstone, which could be clearly seen by the rich orange expanses across the fields after the land had been ploughed, and the frequent hedgerows of ash, hawthorn, sloe, willow, and elderberry splitting the landscape up into large fields. The small relatively prosperous community led their own mundane lives on their own, usually-rented, farms, working all of the daylight hours available to eke out a living for their families in this fertile area.
The Old Bull Inn with its oak-beams and white plaster walls nestled on a slight slope in a dip below the church of St Peter's.
The long sloping roof partially hid the narrow bedrooms tucked away inside, with their windows protruding through the thatch, and the oversized ornate chimney at one end which dominated the façade of the inn. The main door led into the largest room of the alehouse where the people were served with whatever refreshments they required, while the stables for the horses and barns for storage were sited behind the inn, at the bottom of the slope.
The church and inn were both shaded by large yew trees, and the many willows along the edge of the churchyard, regularly pollarded as evidenced by their stubby thick trunks and spiky thin branches sprouting out of the stump like a head of unkempt hair, formed the boundary between the two.
The inn generally was occupied by the more down to earth people of the surrounding area. It occasionally served the people who were well-to-do, and who could afford to travel in style on the stage-waggons, but for most of the time it was the local farm workers, labourers and tenants who were entertained there. The roaring fire in winter was surrounded by the tavern's customers, baking their hands and faces, while their backs were freezing. Nearly all of the men smoked clay pipes, with a pint tankard in their other hand, ruddy cheeks and a smile on their faces, most of them wearing the indispensable white smocks, but some wore leather breeches and jacket. They probably spent more time here in the company of friends and neighbours, than at home with their wives and family. They could have a laugh and a joke, whilst playing cards or dice, and being served by buxom wenches, in low-cut white blouses and long colourful skirts, who didn't object to the odd bit of teasing now and again. It was all part of the ritual on these quiet evenings sitting in the bar, getting drunk, and gradually passing the time away.
"And how be yer today, me dear?" asked one of the farm hands of the young serving girl who had just brought him his third tankard of the evening.
"I be content, sir."
"D'ye want to sit on me knee for a few minutes?"
"And why would I do that sir?"
"I thought yer might like to sit down, with all of this working hard all of the time," he said with a smile."
"No, sir, thank yer very much on thinking of me, but I be too busy now," as she walked rapidly out of the room and the men around the table started to laugh.
"Yer stand no chance with her. She knows what yer up to, and yer won't get none of it!" said an older and clearly more knowledgeable labourer.
"Well, there be no harm in trying."
"Yer would be more successful after church on Sunday, if yer want that, when they be all dressed up and pretty. They can't run away then if yer start talking to them polite like."
"I ain't after marriage y'know. I just want a bit of fun from time to time."
"If yer want some fun, get on and roll the dice, it be yer turn to lose some money."
*
In this quiet, relatively secluded village, apart from new births, marriages and sometimes deaths, the only event in the calendar to change this idyllic scene was the arrival of the stage-coaches, and then the village changed into a hive of activity for the brief time that the coaches arrived and departed.
The stage-coaches were normally run on a tight schedule and were expected at midday every Thursday. This could vary depending on the weather and the resulting road conditions.
The coaches clattered along at an average of eight miles an hour, and at this wearingly steady speed it was necessary to change horses regularly. At each coaching inn, liveried grooms and staff would be ready and waiting to tend to travellers and change the horses with maximum speed and efficiency.
With the interest and excitement of the coach's arrival, the local lads and lasses would often run half a mile or so down the road to see if they could spot the coach in the distance before it arrived. On a dry summer's day the dust kicked up by the galloping horses could be easily seen by the throng of village youngsters, who would then run rapidly back towards the inn shouting "it be 'ere… we can see it coming… get ready… get ready." Within minutes the rumbling of the coach and the thundering of the horse's hooves could be heard, and even felt underfoot in the village. "It's coming… it's coming… round the last bend now…" shouted one of the lads, as the dust, hooves, snorting and streaming manes surrounding the stallions careered along the roadway. The lads and lasses leapt out of the way of the flying coach at the last possible moment, as it rushed past them to be reined in hard, with locked wheels and rearing horses, directly in front of the inn.
Everyone turned out to see the stage-coach, to gawk at the finery of some of its occupants, and to laugh at the more foppish ones - the dandies with their high collars and cravats, trousers tied beneath the knee, and waving small fancy kerchiefs. There was always the hope that there might be some small reward for running errands or assisting with luggage.
The two passengers sitting on the top of the coach jumped off as quickly as they could. The dust literally poured off their broad rimmed hats and jackets as they shook it off. The cloud of dust settled around both of them as they covered their eyes, nose and mouth to prevent the dirt of the journey from choking them. They then ran into the stables to duck their faces and hands into the horse trough full of water, to give themselves some relief from the coughing and spluttering. Sitting on top was significantly cheaper but of course was open to the elements and for long journeys was a miserable state of affairs, in any manner of ways - choking on dust, freezing in numbing cold, cooking in unbearable heat, or getting drenched by rainstorms.
The more respectable passengers climbed and staggered out of the coach, one by one, with an obvious sense of relief after their uncomfortable and exhausting temporary prison. They had very little time to freshen up before the horses were changed and the coach would be ready to continue its journey.
"Aye say," said a well-dressed but dishevelled gentleman as he stepped out from the coach, "what aye splendid little tavern. Do let us partake of some refreshment here."
"Yer ain't got long, m'lord," the footman said as he held the door open.
"Come on then, don't dally, let us sample their splendid wares." he said as the second flamboyant dandy stepped gingerly out of the carriage, straightening his collar, and waving his kerchief in front of his nose to keep away the heavy, cloying stench of horses and droppings, and also the persistent flies.
The gathering crowd of villagers looked at them, then at each other, smiled and whispered "My… they be gaudy pheasants, then don't they?"
The two gentlemen both sniffed, stuck their noses in the air and swaggered into the inn. As the door shut on them the crowd burst out in a fit of laughter, suddenly cut short by the two elderly ladies that were at this moment struggling to get out of the coach owing to their skirts, coats, mufflers and hats.
"It be amazing how much merchandise yer can get inside one of them carriages," one old codger commented.
"Yer mean the skirts around that old bag?"
"Ar, that as well… But yer know I think the dandies look prettier than the women somehow, don't yer think," he queried as he puffed on his pipe.
"It meks yer think, don't it," his neighbour added.
"I wouldn't do that too much, my friend… yer won't be able to fit yer hat on yer head anymore, if yer do".
Just then the two dandies came back from the inn at the same time as the ladies had extricated themselves from the carriage. "Oh, pish and tosh, ladies, time to continue our journey now that we are refreshed. Don't dally, climb back in. Come on now!" as the waved their hands around and pushed the ladies back into the carriage.
"Unhand me sir… How dare you."
"Aye assure you madam that I have no wish to 'hand' you as you say… but we must get on!" With a last push the ladies almost fell backwards into the carriage to let the men back in. "Are we ready, my man?" he asked the door attendant.
"Yer right sirs, we be almost ready to continue," the footman replied.
*
The inns were places where people from all walks of life met, though some well-to-do people tended to hire their own private dining rooms, mainly to keep up a pretence of hygiene, and be protected from the nose-wrinkling smells of unclean riff-raff, rotting food, steaming piles of manure, and open sewage. They could even pay more for the apparently higher quality wines and ales, which unbeknownst to them still came from the same barrels, but was at least served by the more polite serving girls or even the landlord himself. Beds were also available at these inns, but usually had to be shared - not something that the well-to-do passengers normally wished to contemplate, particularly with strangers.
Not surprisingly very few outsiders ever considered staying at the inn for more than the few minutes it took to change the horses and get everything ready to continue the journey on to the more salubrious towns, with perhaps more suitable accommodation, décor and cleanliness.
*
Breathless with the effort of getting everything ready to continue the journey, the guards in their bright red uniforms fitted the unrefined passengers and mailbags onto the roof of the coach. While, with fresh dry straw underfoot, the four finely dressed passengers inside settled down onto the hard wooden benches yet again. This was the height of luxury to be able to travel quickly and efficiently whilst sitting down for most of the journey, uncomfortable though it still may be.
The excitement within the watching crowd of locals was mounting again as the rush to get the coach and horses ready to go was nearly over. The horses were champing at the bit, and were obviously prepared for a fast getaway.
The guard shouted "All ready inside and out!" The horse handlers whisked off the animals blankets and held the bridles until the coachman called "Let 'em go!" The coach lurched off and the footman blew a salute on his horn. The watching group of locals cheered as the coach and horses, with guards stood on the back each armed with a blunderbuss, disappeared in a cloud of dust. The local lads ran after the stage-coach as it left the village, but were soon left behind, to return to the daily grind after their brief excitement.
Everyone was chattering and smiling at the spectacle that they had just witnessed, but gradually the crowd calmed down and started to disperse, as all evidence of the coach and horses disappeared.
However, there was one individual, not one of the normal workers and labourers of the inn, who watched from the inside of the stables with quiet and reserved interest. He was frequently seen there on the stage-coach days. He was a young wiry lad called James Bridge - the youngest son of local farmer Joseph Bridge, and wife Hannah, who had lived and worked on the land hereabouts for many generations. James often helped out with the horses when the coaches came in, and for some strange reason the horses seemed pleased to do his bidding, perhaps more so than any of the other horse handlers.
*
Chapter 2
As a boy James had an instinctive and natural way with horses. He was kind and gentle with them, and they responded to him in the same manner.
His earliest childhood memory was of his father sitting him on an old brown mare and telling him to hold on tightly to the long, rough mane. The warmth of the mare's back was comforting as it seeped into his body, and the horse-hair on her neck felt smooth and silky under his hand as he stroked and patted her there.
Sitting on the mare, he was a long way above the ground, but James wasn't afraid of falling, since he knew that the mare wouldn't let him slip. He was pleased and felt important sitting high up.
Before his father lifted him off, he leaned forward to hug the patient animal, putting his arms as far around her neck as he could reach.
From that time on, he was always in the company of horses - never fearing them, always loving them and tending to their needs. As he grew up, he learned their ways, mainly from his father, but sometimes by his own experience. He soon found that often a quietly whispered word in their ear or gently blowing up their nostrils would calm the most nervous of them. He didn't know why they seemed to take more notice of him than other people, but he enjoyed being in their company, and they responded to him much better than any of his family did. The lack of response from his relatives resulted from him being the youngest in the family and of little interest or benefit to them due to his under-developed strength. He wasn't a weakling by any standards, but his age and the lack of heavy physical work didn't build his muscles up quite so much as his brothers strength had done.
*
A few years on, once he was old enough to earn his keep, his father had given him the job of looking after the horses and transporting produce wherever it was needed within the village of Himbolton, where the rest of his large family of brothers and sisters worked and lived. Thus he became a waggoner by trade. He was proud of the fact of having a formally named occupation, since he fitted into a niche in the family way of life that no-one else did. He now had a role to play and this was important to him.
*
Himbolton was more rural than Inkberrow, if that was possible. The farms were more scattered and it didn't have the advantage of a major coaching route through its centre, but it did boast a calmer atmosphere, and indeed a gently meandering stream ran through the village and alongside the main cart-way. The extent of the heart of the village was from the church of St Mary Magdalene with its square roofed tower to the north, the vicarage to the south, and the small tavern to the west.
It was always quiet in this village, even though sound travelled well across the fields. The most noises came from the animals kept on the farms - cockerels crowing at dawn, with their hens squawking as they laid eggs, plus the geese hooting and hissing at anyone that came near them, and of course the raucous croaks of the rooks and crows that were everywhere. Nevertheless, apart from the noises of the birds and livestock it was generally a peaceful existence. It did however require a tough constitution, with the continuous and strenuous toil of fertilising, planting, weeding and gathering crops, to live there.
Outside the village, James regularly visited the Old Bull Inn about five miles away in Inkberrow, since it was the nearest coaching-inn and therefore had a constant demand for fresh produce. On Mondays and Wednesdays he usually took a selection of vegetables and fruit over to the inn. He often stayed in the stables, with his horses, overnight, so he could pick up the local gossip in the tavern, and also get sight of the stage-coach that came through on Thursdays.
James soon came to realise that his skill with horses was far beyond that of anyone else in the area. As a result, he frequently helped out at the inn, tending to the coach-horses that were changed over every time the stage-coach passed through, even though he was much younger and less experienced in years than some of the grooms and stable hands. No-one could control them the way he could, and he did nothing to persuade his often-amazed audience that he didn't share a secret language with the horses.
Although these workers respected his ability with the horses, they only gave it grudgingly because of the potential threat to their own employment - they had nothing to do with him unless absolutely necessary. Of course, he was favoured by the landlord of the inn, since he provided his expertise free of charge, simply for being allowed to stay the night in the stables with his own horses. However once the excitement of the coach's arrival and departure was over, he went back to working on the farms.
Dressed in a rough woollen jacket, baggy breeches held up with cord at the waist, stockings, and heavy leather boots much too big for him, he looked the part of a horse-handler. Due to most of his clothes being hand-me-downs from one or other of his brothers, he had to stuff the boots up with rags and paper in the toes to fill them out, so they didn't wobble around on the ends of his legs. The wide, soft-brimmed hat pulled down over his forehead did little to hide the mop of dishevelled fair hair, but he thought that it gave him the added appearance of authority that was beyond his years when tending to the horses. His round cheeky face, and prominent ears that stuck out from beneath his hat, showed his youth, and at the age of eighteen he still looked embarrassingly young, so the hat was essential for his own peace of mind.
*
The Bridge family prospered as well if not better than most in the area, mainly due to being a large healthy family with strong adult males to do the heavy work, but they had their ups and downs as everyone does. All families in the area were particularly prone to the changing weather for the production of crops, as was every farm in the country, but the notorious year of drought in 1780 was the one that his father always talked about, as James recalled as he drove steadily back home towards Himbolton.
"It was just three years after our marriage," his father Joseph commented, "and times were hard anyway… we had just started getting the farm together how we wanted it. We had worked hard in that mild winter preparing the land for the early crops, and we had sown the crops in the spring. It was just the two of us, me and yer mother Hannah, to do the sowing, but we managed well enough… and then we waited for the spring rains to water our crops… and we waited… and we waited, but still no rain. True we had misty mornings with some dew on the ground as the weather became warmer and warmer, but it was too dry for the crops to grow properly. After a few weeks of this the ground was so dry and hard that only a good downpour of rain would water the plants well-enough. Even the rivers had dried up so we couldn't get buckets of water from any stream anywhere. A few plants struggled to survive, but we couldn't do anything to help - we just had to trust to God and hope that it would rain. Unfortunately our prayers were not answered and finally the few small plants that had struggled dried up and died. We dug the remains up to find almost nothing… we had lost all of our hard work. All that we could do was to get more seeds and plant again for the summer crops. This nearly broke us, but we had to do something. So we used our previous year's entire store of crops to buy more seeds. We now only just had enough to survive on, but we had to get the crop in, otherwise we would have nothing left. The work was harder this time. The ground was almost impossible to dig even a few inches to get the seeds in, but we worked day and night to do it… unfortunately still no rain… what had happened to it? …everywhere was just dust, or soil as hard as rock… we prayed again and again, but still no rain." His father paused for a few seconds to get his breath back and ensure that his audience were still attentive.
He continued on with the story. "Again the same thing happened… a few plants struggled to live, but the majority never appeared above the ground. We did however notice that the ones nearest to the hedgerows in the shade and near to the ditches did slightly better than the rest… they couldn't do any worse, could they! It was clear that we wouldn't get any crops now, but there was just enough to give us sufficient food. We survived, but only just, and since everyone else was in the same position the landlords were prepared to allow us to continue without paying the tithe that year. Without this we couldn't have managed."
As was usual when their father spent the time to tell the family what had happened before they were all born, they were all enthralled.
"Then right at the end of the year the heavens opened to flood almost everywhere. A year's rain seemed to descend on us in only a few weeks… It was devastating, the streams and rivers all burst their banks and water was everywhere, but once it had subsided the land was ready for planting in the following spring. And that year we had so many plentiful crops quickly growing, faster than normal so that we could pay off everything that we owed. Not all of our neighbours had pulled through and many had left the area, but we survived through hard work and determination."
His father sat back now that his story was complete, but usually everyone listening was silent after hearing what their parents had had to go through. It made them realise how precarious their life actually was
The worst James could remember, in comparison, was the bitterly cold winter of 1814, just four years ago, when even the rivers had frozen solid, and he had to break the ice in the water troughs with a mallet for the horses to be able to get a drink.
Still, times were better now - the winters had been mild since then and there was always plenty of rain to keep the rivers running and the fields watered.
The problem James had was that he revelled in his apparent position of expertise when helping out with the horses at the inn in Inkberrow, but when he was back at home in Himbolton he became, yet again, the youngest and therefore least-capable child in the family, at any rate in his father's eyes. This always made him feel dispirited, but there was little he could do about that until he was older.
Still lost in his thoughts, he steadily drew closer to home.
"Hey look who be 'ere," called his eldest brother Samuel, as James drove along the track to the farm.
The whole family stood up from their painstakingly bent postures and waved to him from the fields, as he wound his way towards the house. Once he arrived at the farmyard, he unhitched the waggon and stabled the horses, ensuring that they had water and hay, "there me beauties, time for a rest and some food". They both snickered in response and nodded their heads.
James then wandered over to where his family were working in the fields. "Do yer want a hand shifting these cabbages?" he asked.
"No son, thanks for offering" his father said, "yer've had a hard day on the waggon… yer need to keep yer strength up."
"C'mon dad, I can help."
"No, don't bother yerself… yer don't know what to do anyway… we be satisfactory, just go in and clean yerself up… yer mum will be in soon to prepare the supper."
"I'll go then". James was always a bit upset when his father wouldn't let him help. He was still the baby in the family even at eighteen, and they didn't think that he had the ability or strength to do proper farming work. He walked slowly back to the house to wash off the dust and dirt of the cart tracks.
A few minutes later his mother walked in. "Don't mind yer dad… he just likes things done the right way."
"But I can help sometimes."
"James, yer be better than anyone with the horses. Yer don't need to help in the fields."
"I know that, but…"
"And yer be clearly not as strong as yer brothers. They be a lot older than yer, and used to working in the fields," she said as she started to prepare the meat and cabbage stew for supper. "Yer don't need to be strong to make a good living for yerself. Make the best of what God gave yer!"
James was very fortunate in that his family were able to own their own set of horses and the waggon - no other farmer in the area was well off enough to do that. And being the youngest, with his abilities by way of the horses, he had ended up leading the waggon into the fields - delivering dung and chicken manure, and often filling up with produce to be sold at the coaching inns. Nowadays, every farmer had to have waggons to move the muck for fertilising the land early on in the year. Once the crops had grown and were ready for picking, then they needed to be carried to market, so it meant that James would get paid when he transported any of the produce from the other farms nearby. In a way James was content with the work he was able to do for the family, since he was good at driving the waggon and attending to his charges. He was his own man, and although he still had to be reasonably fit, he didn't think it was the same as the back-breaking work required in the fields for lifting the crops all day.
*
Supper was nearly ready and James' mother said to him, "Get the table ready and call everyone in, can yer?" James did the necessary setting out, and then went outside. He grabbed a stick and banged it hard repeatedly on a milking pail, and shouted "supper be ready!"
Soon the family came in from the fields looking tired and dishevelled, but happy that they had had a good day gathering crops.
"James", his dad said, "we have a load of cabbages that need to go off to market tomorrow. We'll load 'em on for yer after supper."
"Yes, dad, I'll go first thing in the morning then."
They all sat down at the table whilst mother spooned out the stew into the dishes. After father said grace, there was a mad rush reaching for the hunks of bread in the centre of the table. James had learnt by now that if he didn't grab something for himself quickly then he would be left only with the crumbs, so he got the first chunk and then kept quiet for the rest of the meal.
Everyone generally tended to ignore him; they were always chatting and talking between themselves about what they had done all day.
James suddenly blurted out "I saw a stage-coach today over at Inkberrow, and there were some men in it with powder on their faces and waving lacy kerchiefs about. They did look funny."
Everyone stopped chatting, somewhat surprised that James had interrupted them as they all turned to look at him.
"We'll have no talk of that at the table," his dad snapped.
"But everyone was laughing at them."
"Never mind that...I've always brought yer up to respect others, no matter what they say or do. Let's hear no more about it". James felt deflated, but kept silent for the rest of the meal. He was always being pushed out by his dad and brothers, but one of these days he would show them what he was capable of. Just let them wait and see!
*
Sunday was the day of rest. It was the one day in the week that everyone was able to meet with their friends and neighbours in the village, exchange a few pleasantries, and catch up with any local gossip, or any news possibly from further afield. So, once the chickens, geese and horses had been fed and watered, James got himself ready to go to church.
"Hurry up, James; it be time to go… yer be always dawdling." He put on his jacket, best trousers and over-sized boots as quickly as he could, and ran downstairs to join everyone else. "About time," his father muttered, "let's get there on time for once," as he set a brisk walking pace to the church. They almost ran up the winding lane past the barns towards the square, tiled, sloping spire of the old church. They walked under the roofed lichgate, along the yew-lined path next to the gravestones, and into the church. The small church had a reputation for long sermons, or at least the vicar did. James always had difficulty keeping his attention focussed on the service, and resisting the temptation to close his eyes. His mother shoved an elbow into his ribs from time to time to stop him from falling asleep.
"James," she whispered urgently, "wake up!"
The vicar said dimly in the background "This morning's lesson is taken from Ecclesiastes…" as James head nodded forward to wake him up with a jolt.
He shook himself and desperately tried to concentrate on what the vicar was saying. Suddenly the vicar seemed to be looking directly at him, "rejoice therefore, O young man, in thy youth; and let thy heart be in that which is good in the days of thy youth..."
The quote from the vicar suddenly grabbed James' attention. What was he saying? Something about young men rejoicing. No, he didn't think the Bible would tell all of the lads to go and get drunk! No, he suddenly realised that what he was being told was that he should rejoice in being young. Yes, that was it! Perhaps being the youngest in the family wasn't always such a bad thing. As long as he kept himself out of trouble, he would be able to do what his heart told him. At least that be what the vicar was saying.
After the service James was very thoughtful, and even his father was puzzled by his silence. "What be up with yer, lad?"
"Just thinking."
"What about in particular?"
"Oh, not much," he replied as he lapsed into silence again. In fact he was quiet for the rest of the day, unless spoken directly to. What the vicar had said seemed to be having a profound affect on him. Whether this was just because the reading had mentioned a 'young man' which is what he considered himself to be, or whether it was because he had actually listened to a sermon for the first time, was not clear to him, but perhaps there was actually some hope in his life, and he wouldn't always be thought of as the youngest, weakest, and least capable.
And so yet another day of rest passed slowly and tediously for most of the men of the household, since it was their responsibility to be with their family and not working on the Sabbath. After the church service each family would sit together for the main meal of the day, and would discuss matters over a tankard or two of ale, often drifting into an uneasy sleep as a result of plentiful food and an equivalent surfeit of ale. Even if the meals for the rest of the week were meagre, there would still be plenty on a Sunday to build everyone up for the hard work over the rest of the week.
However, working-life was fairly relaxed for James. On Tuesdays, Fridays and Saturdays he drove the waggon full of produce to Droitwich market. He was never particularly bothered what was loaded on his waggon, whether it was parsnips, turnips, swedes, cabbages, or even apples and hay later on in the season, since he could use the excuse of looking after the horses while the rest of the family and helpers did the loading. He would usually visit at least three of the local farms to collect enough produce to fill his waggon for market, and he had the responsibility then to ensure that each farmer received their due recompense.
The five mile journey, up along Goose Hill Lane to the Old Salt Way, and then on down to the town usually took about two hours, providing the roads were dry. He usually met many people on his way - other waggoners and traders from nearby villages; drovers taking cattle, sheep, and of course the geese that kept getting in his way, particularly on the steep hill just after the dip. Unfortunately, today was a miserably damp day. It was one of those days when it was constantly drizzling - it seeped into James' clothes, it seeped into his boots, and it soaked the horses. Everywhere was surrounded by the cloud, and he could only see a few yards ahead clearly, as the water dribbled off his hat in front of his eyes. The road was running with water as it dripped steadily off the trees and verges, forming little rivulets on the road running down towards him.
Most of the people, on their way to market, he knew by sight, or sometimes by reputation - some bad, but mostly good. Word rapidly went around to the local people if anyone was working on the edge of the law. Often this tended to be horse-traders who came from towns and villages outside of the immediate vicinity, and everyone that needed to know who these traders were had the information passed to them very rapidly. However the majority of traders were well established, had been going to the same markets for years, were very reliable and could be trusted.
"Ho there, 'ow yer bin", he greeted one of his cousins, from over Crowle way.
"Not so bad", his cousin Sam replied, "d'yer go to the Old Cock Inn today?"
His cousin had a slightly different twang to his voice that showed he was from a different village. He was similar in looks to James except for the colour of his hair which was as black as soot, but the ears gave him away - they must be a characteristic that many members of the family shared, James reckoned! "I might", he grinned, "If I have time. See yer later then, tarra for now". With that he pulled ahead of his cousin's hand-cart, and encouraged his pair of horses on towards the town.
*
Chapter 3
Sam had known James nearly all of his life. They were almost the same age as each other, but because they lived in different villages they only saw each other at school-holiday times, usually Easter or Christmas.
Sam's mother, Mary, was the younger sister of James' father, Joseph, but they didn't have much in common really. Nevertheless, Sam and James were pals when they were boys, and most of their time together was either spent wrestling on the ground, pretend fisticuffs, or exploring around the village of their ancestors in Crowle. They used to wander for miles around the fields, and following the streams. They never got lost, but knowing what time to come back for their meals wasn't one of their strong points
Now and again they found some twine, and used willow branches to make fishing lines to try and catch some tiddlers - but they never did. They were more successful catching newts in buckets, and taking them home to their mothers, but they normally had strange reactions to these hard-earned gifts that they had brought back with them. It was a puzzle to their mothers as to why they never brought any of the masses of crocuses that covered the banks and fields of the area.
They were always daring each other to do things, such as jumping the larger stream that led into the River Avon a few miles away, or walk across dead branches that spanned the stream. At the other end of the village on the other side of Climer's Hill was an old clay pit. They would climb the steep sides to the cliff top, getting dried clay in their shoes and clothes, and then slide down the loose chippings of clay. It was very dusty, but it was great fun.
As time moved on and they grew up, it was necessary for them both to start getting some income for their parents, so the visits became less and less, and the friendship gradually waned. However, the memories still remained, and when they occasionally did meet it was almost as if they had never been apart.
It was a surprise when they first met on their way to Droitwich market, however, so they had quite a lot to laugh and joke about. Sam didn't often go to Droitwich, since Worcester was closer, but the demand for crocuses specific to Crowle was higher in Droitwich, and could therefore provide a higher income for a cartload of the flowers. This, of course, only occurred for one or two weeks during the spring, with the selling of bulbs in the autumn.
Once Sam and James had met up they made a point of having a drink together after they had dropped all of their goods off at the market, and subsequently it became a unvarying custom to meet up at the same tavern.
*
Chapter 4
Droitwich was famous for its salt. It was the life-blood of the town, and the surrounding area. Centuries earlier the Romans had found vast surface deposits, and then discovered the underground river of salt. This was such a valuable commodity that they had built roads all the way from London to it. This route became known as the Old Salt Way, and even though the Romans had long since departed the road had remained a major highway across the countryside for centuries. Salt was still as valued now as then.
James knew about the salt works and the natural spa baths that were linked into the large and famous underground brine river. There was so much salt in the Roman baths that he had heard that people actually floated in it without any effort; but it just didn't seem natural to him somehow to get wet all over, at least not in the company of others.
As he neared Droitwich, he noticed a few bedraggled looking workers at the side of the road digging down below the edge, just where the road started to dip down towards the town. He was a bit puzzled, but was unable to stop and soon left them behind. He thought no more about it, but little did he know that what they were doing was likely to affect a large part of his life.
Soon he entered the town with its streets of timber-framed houses, and gradually manoeuvred his way towards the Market Place. As he pulled into his usual area, all of the traders that he had dealings with came to collect their goods, at the agreed upon price. They were keen to unload as quickly as possible, to make sure that they got the best quality, and to try and squeeze more out of him than their fair share. They were like flies around horse-droppings - no sooner had he arrived than his waggon was empty. He checked on the horses, fed and watered them, and ensured that they were secure, and had a quick few words in their ears before leaving them, "now yer two just stand there, and ignore everyone else around yer… and no trying to wander off," he had the ability to make them stand stock still for hours, and even if they were unfastened they would not budge, and no-one was strong enough to move them. They both looked at him knowingly, flicked their ears towards him and snorted in agreement. James smiled back at them - he had heard that some people called this witchcraft, so he tended to keep this ability to himself.
He then decided that he fancied a look around the market.
Most of the market stalls were already laid out, and all were filled to capacity, with traders advertising their goods, and encouraging the early customers to start buying. An old diminutive woman called to him, "C'mon, sir, yer look a nice lad… buy something for yer sweetheart." James just ignored her, slightly embarrassed.
"Make her smell nice, some lavender perhaps, or rose water… yer won't regret it, dearie."
"No thanks," James quickly said as he moved on to leave the woman to accost somebody else, and infiltrated himself into a crowd standing around one enthusiastic trader.
"Ladies and Gentlemen, I give yer a magnificent bolt of cloth. Woven in the far distant lands of China, and transported here by oxen, carts and ships at considerable cost, through torrential rains, baking heat, and violent storms at sea. Even after all of that the colours are vibrant - brilliant reds laced with gold thread, and guaranteed to brighten up the wardrobe of any lady." he paused to examine his audience.
"Madam… yes madam… could yer be interested in wearing such a cloth? How much would yer pay for four ells or five yards of this material? One guinea? No I wouldn't ask a guinea for it, valuable as it is. I wouldn't even ask half a guinea, or even a crown."
By now the crowd were looking at each other and obviously interested as much in the trader, as in the bolt of cloth.
"Tell yer what, sir," as he turned his attention to quite a well-dressed individual, "yer look as if yer be used to having a genteel lady on yer arm. This cloth would make her a handsome gift. She would no doubt look on yer with great favour. To yer, sir, I wouldn't even ask for half a crown. I'll make it one shilling for five yards of magnificent finery."
The gentleman started to get some money out of his waistcoat. "No sir, I must be honest, for that price I'll give yer ten yards. Do we have a deal? We do… excellent sir - the lady will be most pleased I'm sure. Here sir, pay the lad down there and he'll give yer yer ten yards of cloth. Thank yer very much. Now Ladies and Gentlemen, my next amazing offer…"
With the change of potential customer, James had seen enough for now, and drifted further on into the market. The excitement of the market was the main thing to attract James attention. Not only were the dozens of traders shouting their wares behind their covered stalls, but the brightly coloured canvas roofs advertised the produce to perfection. At these markets almost anything could be purchased at a reasonable price. The items that anyone would expect to find in a rural setting could easily be found, with many marketers selling a range of fruit and vegetables - the large white-purple globular turnip, the fleshy creamy-white root of the parsnip with its characteristically sweet-earthy aroma, the round acrid-smelling bulbs of the onion with delicate brown skin, the cabbage with its globular mass of dark green leaves, the deep-red semi-sweet beetroot and the long green pods of the broad-bean.
"C'mon, get yer apples… fresh this morning… lovely big juicy ones ready for eating…" shouted one stallholder attracting attention to his fruit of the season - apples of many, many different sizes, colours and taste, pears, strawberries, blackberries, walnuts, hazelnuts and chestnuts.
Herbs aplenty were in evidence - the clean green scent of mint; the warm, aromatic, woody rosemary; and straggly, flowery thyme; the ubiquitous dandelion - leaves, flowers and roots; the meadowsweet with sweet drowsy flowers and sharp astringent leaves; and many others beyond naming.
Other stalls would display grain of many forms - wheat, rye, oats and barley; and there was the constant clamour of stallholders trying to get customers to buy their wares.
This wide-ranging variety was just a small part of the produce for sale to the discerning customer. The smells, mostly pleasant, assailed the senses - the heady perfumes of roses, incense, and musk mixed with the sharp smell of aromatic spices to transport the mind off to another world. These spices were from far distant lands that had made their long drawn out journeys to arrive at this market on this day - pepper, saffron, ginger, nutmeg, cloves and cinnamon. James noticed that the trader selling these spices appeared to be most strange - he had never seen anyone that colour before. The trader wore a cloth on his head, had a black full moustache and beard, and his skin was dark brown. James didn't want to stare, but couldn't help it - he assumed the man had been out in the sun too much although he couldn't recollect anyone going that dark by working out in the sun, but it stuck in his memory and wondered if more people were like him.
If these items weren't enough to tempt the most resolute of individuals, then there were the tantalising flavours and smells of cooking meats on display - roasting chickens, spitted sides of beef dripping with juices onto the fires, haunches of venison, hanging pheasants, and cauldrons of broth bubbling merrily for all to purchase. The temptations were for the rich, who meandered laughing and making merry with the readily available cider, wine, and ale, but the bargains were there to be had by everyone and even local tradesmen like James could see their way clear to partake of a few luxuries now and again. For the necessities, there were always the basket sellers, clothiers, leather workers, tanners, fur traders, tool makers, and hatters. These tended to be in a separate area of the market, perhaps not quite so pleasant, and therefore less frequented by the well-to-do, but the throngs of people there still made it difficult to push through to reach the bargains. The crush and the heat of closely packed people could make it exhausting, but by going with the flow James could get to the market stalls that he needed to, to make his purchases, - usually some ale, salt of course, and produce that he couldn't get from the local farms, - and then break away from the throng to get some air.
James still had some time to kill, so he decided to obtain some morsels of food to eat. The nearest eating house was the Talbot in the High Street, but he couldn't afford that, and he much preferred the atmosphere in the Old Cock Inn in Friar Street where he had said he would meet his cousin. Also, he could get some entertainment there as well, since there was usually a cock-fight in the back-yard on Market Days.
The cocks were lean, mean and aggressive with long spurs, sharp talons, and lethal beaks. The colours were radiant - black-green glistening tails and body with bright orange-red neck hackles which flared out when ready to fight. There were some very large birds weighing nearly a stone, and James didn't want to meet one of those alone on a dark night. They had an evil glint in their eyes, and claws bigger than a man's hand. A fight with these was likely to be vicious and bloody, resulting in total devastation. Most audiences preferred the smaller birds, called bantams, but, if anything, this size of bird could be even more brutal. They seemed to have no fear and were even known to take on birds much larger than themselves. The crowd was gathered around the edge of the cock-pit jostling to get the best view. Bets were taken as the next contestants were carried in, and amidst shouting and cheering, were thrown into the pit. Sometimes equally matched birds could leap and attack each other for minutes on end, often drawing blood but not striking any serious blows. At other times a fight would only last a few minutes if a lucky stab occurred, or, as often happened, one bird would give up the fight and be ripped to shreds by the other. In either event the crowd got their money's worth in entertainment.
James knew a few of the people who frequented the Old Cock Inn, and which ones usually had a skin-full of ale by the end of the session. These were the ones that were happy to pay him a penny or two to have the comfort of the back of his now empty waggon to take them part-way home. It made his empty return journey profitable, so he was always on the look-out for paying passengers, and indeed it gave him some amusing and boisterous company at least for part of the way back.
Just before he was about to leave, he espied his cousin again.
"Did yer win anything Sam?"
"Nah! Never do. The ones I bet on usually give the fight up almost as soon as it has started… Did yer see the workmen at the side of the road on the way down to the town?"
"Yes, I did", James replied.
"Well, apparently they be building a 'canal', or something, which will be extending all the way up to Birmingham and all the way down to Worcester. What d'ye think of that then?"
"Dunno… What be it for?"
"Well how should I know? I just heard that be what they be doing. But everybody be talking about it"
"Hmm, sounds strange, but I have to go, unfortunately. Never yer mind, I'll talk to yer next time I be here… tarra then." James said as he put his hat on and headed out of the inn.
James was a bit puzzled over what the fuss was all about, so next time he went to Market he intended to find out a bit more about this 'canal', and what it would do.
*
Chapter 5
On the following Market Day as James travelled to Droitwich he looked for the workmen to see what they were doing to build this so-called canal. At first it just looked as though they were digging down either side of the roadway; and gradually extending the hole in the embankment to reach the level of the surrounding fields. But they didn't stop there - they carried on below the fields until a deep trench was formed on both sides.
"Ho there," James called to one of the nearer workmen, from the up on the road, "what is it yer digging for?"
The burly workman replied "it's a canal!"
"What be it for, then?"
"They don't tell us anything. We just dig where they tell us to dig".
*
A few journeys later and a tunnel had been dug actually under the road. They had dug into the contours of the slope so that the digging had levelled off the ground at the top of the hill without affecting the roadway. He had to stop and see this since he couldn't see how the road was prevented from caving in. He tied his horses to a nearby tree, gently told them to stay there, and scrambled down the sides of the embankment. There was now a big round hole underneath the road lined in sandstone, plenty big enough to drive his waggon through if he had wanted to. He guessed that the stone had been brought over from the stone-pits near Inkberrow. He had seen a few new faces in the Old Bull who had said that they were working in the quarries. Perhaps they were the ones that were extracting and dressing the stone for this hole. How the stone was supported wasn't obvious to James, as he ran his hands over the smooth newly shaped blocks at the side, and that curved overhead beyond his reach. The weight of the road above must be considerable, so how come the hole below didn't just collapse in on itself. He'd never seen a bridge like this before - the bridges across the rivers and streams were either wooden with supporting trusses, or were stone spans with supporting pillars which were much more massive than the spans they supported. This bridge seemed to be suspended in mid air. And if that wasn't enough he hadn't got a clue as to what it was needed for.
As he marvelled at the curve and smoothness of the bridge, one of the big, heavily-built workmen in rolled-up shirt-sleeves displaying many tattoos down his arms, sauntered over to see what he wanted.
"What be this for", James blurted out to the supposed leader of the gang.
The heavy-set labourer stopped right in front of him, looked him over, spat out some tobacco and said with a sneer, "Well, they'm gonna be sailing big boats underneath it".
James wasn't put off at all, "Ger off, yer 'avin' me on, ain't yer?"
The man didn't seem particularly amused by James' comment, and James suddenly wondered if he had made a drastic mistake to be so flippant with this mountain of a man.
"Well dow believe me then", the worker snapped as he shrugged, picked a long stalk of grass to chew, and walked off, "just yo wait and see!"
James stopped holding his breath, and slowly let it out with a sigh of relief. However, he didn't believe what he had been told for a minute - it just sounded daft. He got a few laughs about it when he told his story to his family later that evening, about boats sailing under roads.
Nevertheless the next time he went to Droitwich and crossed over this new bridge he could see the great wide channel, straight for a while then disappearing off to his left beyond the embankment apparently stretching all the way down towards Worcester, and also curving off to the right and extending up to Stoke Salt Works in the other direction. Just before the channel disappeared, James noticed a group of finely-dressed men standing on the edge looking at the channel and then at rolls of papers held up in front of them. He wondered what they were doing, but James wasn't that confident that he would dare to ask them. Perhaps one day he would find out..
*
After a few days of watching what was taking place, it still didn't make much sense to him - where were they going to get all the water from, and what would stop it from sinking into the ground, and why was a boat any better than horses and waggons? Perhaps that group of men he had seen had the answer to his questions. By now everyone in the area knew about the building of the canal. There were many concerns that it could affect everyone's livelihood, but no-one really knew how. As the days moved into weeks, and the weeks moved into months, the canal slowly took shape, including many sheds and small buildings being set up at the side of the dry trench across the landscape.
Every time James went over to Droitwich he noticed slight differences in the building of the canal, but what he didn't realise was that most of the work was being done with many other gangs of men along the steadily progressing cutting into the landscape, carefully following the contours and often under other roads that crossed the route. This was a massive undertaking and many hundreds of men were working on it for over a year. It became such a common-place sight to see a few workmen around that most local people lost interest in its progress.
However, when the news finally broke that the canal cutting between Birmingham and Worcester was almost completed in 1815, everything happened very quickly. The long months of watching and marvelling, at what was being done by the workmen, had rapidly come to an end. The local interest was back again - something was about to happen.
*
The day of the official opening had arrived - it was a grand day - the clouds were scudding across the deep blue sky, and dozens of people from the surrounding villages had converged on the bridge near Hanbury along the well-trodden road to Droitwich on their way to Market. Most had had to walk the five miles from Himbolton, Inkberrow and villages in between, but James had his waggon, of course, and a penny here and a penny there meant it was full to overflowing with farmers, labourers, planters and pickers. Everyone fell out of the waggon at the bridge. There was a buzz of excitement and anticipation from the rapidly gathering crowd.
In the distance someone sounded a coaching horn with a raucous blast. The locks had been opened at Tardebigge about five miles away, to great pomp and circumstance, with many dignitaries watching on. Someone had arranged for the coaching horn to be sounded when the river of mud, dirt and weeds was about to come around the last bend before the bridge. As the slow flood of water rounded the bend, there was a gasp from everyone. The crowd standing along the banks and on the bridge cheered as the water steadily flowed into the long pound under Salt Way, passed a cutting, disappearing into Dunhampstead tunnel just before Tibberton, and on towards Worcester. The canal steadily filled until it reached a foot from the top of the bank.
Someone shouted "get back! Get back! Yer'll get yer feet wet, or worse, fall in the canal."
No-one took any notice of this, but one or two of the crowd right next to the edge were starting to look a bit apprehensive. Then much to everyone's relief it stopped rising. Everyone was laughing and smiling at the wonder of this man-made river. The shout had drawn James' attention to the person responsible, and he realised that it was the foreman that he had briefly spoken to, when they had first started digging the canal. The big man seemed much more cheerful this time - perhaps because the job had been completed successfully, and he no doubt would have been paid by now. James walked over to him and asked "where does all of the water come from?"
"I've seen yo before, ain't I?" the foreman said.
"Yes, I asked yer about the bridge when yer were building it."
"Nosey, ain't ya? They get the water from what they call a 'rez-uv-wah' up near Tardebigge".
"What be one of them, then?"
"Oh it's just a posh name for a big pond. They say it sounds better saying 'rez-uv-wah' instead of big pond, but that's all it is. And the rain water fills up the pond so there is always enough water for the canal."
"Why doesn't the water all soak into the ground, instead of staying in the canal?"
"Don't yo ever stop asking questions?" he sighed impatiently. "We had to line the bottom and sides of the canal with thick clay to make it watertight. Now leave me alone"
After a while the first pair of donkeys arrived pulling a barge down from the locks. It was decked out with regalia, and some local finely dressed dignitary from Hanbury Hall was on the boat waving at the watching crowd. There were a few mutterings at this "Eh, look at him, who's he think he be?", but it didn't detract too much from the excitement.
James had never seen a boat before, and he suspected that neither had most of the crowd watching intently, although he had seen a picture of Noah's Ark in his Bible classes when he was at school. But by comparison this boat was tiny, 'mind yer', he thought, 'perhaps it be just as well… Noah's Ark wouldn't have fitted in the canal.' This boat was narrow enough to get at least two of them side by side in the canal. It was of great length, and apart from a bent piece of wood at the back, apparently for steering it around bends, it was almost featureless. It was very shallow with a flat top and a big square hole in it, almost the full length of the boat, with just a platform at the front and back, where the people were stood, or sat on boxes. There were a couple of ropes attached to the front which was pulled by the donkeys, and someone on the path at the side constantly trying to encourage them along.
*
The canal had cost the unimaginable sum of over six hundred thousand pounds, exceeding its original estimate by many thousands. But the benefit to the area was also beyond belief. Industrial goods and coal were able to be carried down to Worcester, often for onward shipping to Bristol, while grain, timber and agricultural produce were returned to the growing towns of the Midlands. The canal basins in Worcester would become important warehousing and transhipment point for general merchandise, grain and wine. Prosperous businesses were conducted from these wharves and they were an important port of call for the main canal carriers.
*
With the building of the canal there was much more available work for James and his three elder brothers. At first they thought it would take work away, but more and more buildings were being erected around the canal, and the materials and produce had to get to the canal somehow. A new wharf had been built at Hanbury, where the villagers had witnessed the opening ceremony of the canal.
Now, a few years on, James frequently delivered goods to the wharf, and then carried on to Droitwich with a fully laden waggon, returning via Hanbury Wharf on his way home. Things were looking good for his family and, once he had given most of his earnings to his mother, he still had enough left over to line his own pocket. His father had arranged for him to have some new young horses to make it easier for him, which would give James some useful experience in dealing with youngsters. It was one of those rare occasions that his dad accompanied him to market. Neither of them said very much on the way over, but James was getting quite excited at the thought of getting some new horses.
"Now, son, when we get there let me do the talking, and yer might learn something. I've already struck up a deal with this trader when he came to the farm a few weeks ago, but we should get a choice, so we will make sure that we pick the best."
They were not in any rush to get to Droitwich, since the produce they bought with them was for offloading at the wharves. James drove along his normal route, up Goose Hill Lane and onto the Salt Way, and finally stopped at Hanbury Wharf. They quickly offloaded there and moved on down into the town.
The trader was already waiting with three horses for them to choose from. They both checked all three over, their teeth, hooves, and legs. James' father seemed satisfied with the condition of all three, and selected one immediately as the best, but seemed a bit uncertain about the second choice.
"What d'ye reckon, lad?"
James was surprised that his dad had asked him, even though he probably knew as much if not more about looking after the horses than his dad did, but said without hesitation, "I like the one with the orange hair."
"Why be that then?"
"He looks fit and healthy, and he's got a smile on his face - he likes me."
"I suppose that be as good a reason as any," he said with a laugh.
He turned to the trader, took him by the hand and said, "that be a deal then… James, take the two horses and attach 'em to the back of the waggon, while I settle up with the man."
As James took the reins and led the new horses to the back of the waggon, he saw his father counting out the coins in payment.
While his father was completing the deal James checked out the new horse, particularly the one that he had chosen.
"Because of yer fringe of orange hair, I'm going to call yer Carrot." The horse neighed and nodded his head in agreement.
He was bursting with pride over his decision. Perhaps his father was at last treating him with a bit more respect, at least with the horses anyway, so he said to his father on the way back "I think we made a good choice today, dad."
"Best look after 'em then and they will look after yer for many years to come…" His father thought for a while, as if mulling something over in his mind. "If yer be calling the one Carrot, what be yer calling the other?"
"Well he be a lot quieter, and darker, so I think I'll call him Shadow."
*
Chapter 6
The daily routines continued - the trips to Inkberrow and Droitwich were much the same; the only changes were in the extra work between the canal and the town, which was proving to be very lucrative. James was much busier as a result, and rarely had time to do anything else. However, things were about to change.
*
It was one evening over supper, when the whole family were sitting together chatting amiably, that his father kept looking pointedly at James. His father was the sort of person that anyone could have a laugh and joke with. He was jovial, round-faced and a typical farming type, although getting on in years now. His family had been labouring on farms, sowing, reaping and collecting crops for as long back as anyone could remember. He was used to the outdoor life come rain or shine, summer or winter, snow or drought, and thought nothing of working on the land for up to eighteen hours at a stretch in the height of the summer. He had rosy chubby cheeks and a large red nose to separate his wayward bushy eyebrows. Although superficially very easy going with everyone, his strong morals dictated that when things had to be done, then they had to be done correctly or woe betide the miscreant.
All of James' brothers and sister were married and had their own families, but because they all worked on the same farm they still lived and ate together. It was a very close-knit community and their conversation was limited to the extent of their involvement with running the farm, the weather, reaping what they had sown, and their own families.
James had four older brothers; two almost twenty years his senior - Samuel and Joseph, wise in the ways of the farm and familiar with the changing weather conditions; a brother and a sister over ten years older than him - Ann and John, both going their own way but more concerned with the sowing of crops and running their own families than anything else; and then he had a brother George almost the same age, being less than a year older, who used to be James' best friend until he too got married and then had no time for anyone other than his wife.
Because James did different work, he rarely saw them except at meal times, which were sacrosanct, and he could rarely join in the conversation, so he always felt as if he wasn't really a part of the family.
"What be the weather like tomorrow, Sam? …Is the baby teething yet, Ann … Be yer looking after yer wife properly, George? …Dry mostly, blustery and a few spots of rain, should be good for getting the crops in… She got her second tooth yesterday, ain't she a clever girl… Be there anymore food left for me wife, she needs to build up her strength…"
It all seemed to be a constant noise of irrelevant chit-chat which went rapidly over James' head as he concentrated on eating his meal. Suddenly the conversation died away to complete silence and James distracted from his food looked up to stare around the table. His father was looking sharply at him and everyone was waiting to see what the head of the household was about to say.
"Time to get wed, me lad", his father calmly announced in the hot dry, draining summer of 1826. "Yer be nearly twenty-seven now, and yer need to have yer own responsibilities".
James was a bit taken aback by this statement - he almost dropped his parsnip off his fork as it hovered between his plate and his open mouth - but he had been thinking about marriage and all of its implications for some time. However, apart from the usual dalliances, he hadn't met anyone that he really took to as yet. But with the edict from his father he thought that he had better do something about it soon, or else his father might think about arranging a marriage for him, which would never do.
Of course, there was that young slip of a girl, a waitress at the Old Bull in Inkberrow that he quite liked the look of, but he hadn't plucked up enough courage to talk to her as yet. He knew her name was Charlotte, but with the bawdy, bustling atmosphere at the inn, he had never had chance to speak to her. Perhaps now was the time, even though, at just seventeen, she was ten years younger than he was. He had dreamt about her on many occasions, and he had got as far as kissing her in his imaginings, but much to his annoyance he had woken up before anything further had taken place. So just seeing her reminded him of his dreams, and he became blushingly embarrassed about it.
It therefore took him some time to put his thoughts into action. The number of times he had tried to talk quietly to Charlotte, but then had been distracted by his fellow drinkers, were starting to frustrate him.
Every time he visited the Old Bull he now had different thoughts on his mind. He wasn't just there tending the horses and watching the stage-coaches. He had the possibility of marriage to consider. The more he saw Charlotte serving at the inn, the more he watched her every move, and the more he liked what he saw. But how should he go about talking to her? He had nothing in common with her, or at least that is what he thought. She didn't know anything about horses or waggons, and she knew nothing about him. Perhaps she just thought he was another customer, an old one at that. He didn't stand a chance really, so why even think about it. It would just be a waste of time, embarrassing for her and even more embarrassing for him. But every time she came into the room, he just had to watch her - she was beautiful, lively and confident in how she handled the customers. Strange that she hardly ever talked to him though. She chatted with everyone else, even his friends next to him. Perhaps she didn't even know he existed. Perhaps she didn't like him. She never looked at him, which always made it difficult if he wanted another drink - he could never catch her eye. Now he came to think on it - she didn't talk to him, she didn't look at him. What chance did he have? He would be too old for her anyway - he was nearly twice her age, practically her father's age. How could he possibly have thought she might consider marrying him? Oh well, it would be down to his father to choose a wife for him, since he had no-one else in mind. He would just have to resign himself to that fact. But she was so beautiful, so now he felt as if he had lost someone, even though he had never talked to her. He did want her, but she clearly wouldn't want him. And anyway he never seemed to get the chance.
Then one late Wednesday evening, his friends had all left to go home, and James was just about to leave and bed down in the stables, when Charlotte walked through to the area he was in. He was too shocked for words. The room was completely empty except for himself and his hoped-for love just a few feet away.
He stared at her with his mouth open, not even breathing, until Charlotte blushed and smiled, "sir, why do yer stare at me so?"
"Er… er…"
"Have yer lost your voice then? Yer be not normally so quiet when yer've had a few drinks with yer friends."
"Er…"
"Well, I can't stand here all night with yer gawpin' like that", she said as she turned to go out of the room.
"No… don't go… please!"
"Oh, yer do have a voice then." She turned back to look at him.
By now his eyes were almost popping out, and his heart was in his mouth. It was now or never, but what if she said 'No'.
He blushed right to the tips of his ears, as he wrung his hands in anticipation, "I was wondering…"
"Yes, James."
She knew his name! He was thunderstruck. If the time was ever right, this was it.
"Erm… Would yer… care to go… a-courting with m… me?"
There, he had said it! There was no going back now. He looked at her, imploringly with his eyes, and shifted uneasily from one foot to the other.
Of course, she knew that he fancied her, and was quite amused by his constant embarrassment. Nevertheless, she was pleased to be asked to go out courting with him, even though his friends kept grinning and digging him in the ribs every time she walked in the room to serve the customers.
"Well, kind sir, I be but a poor serving wench…"
"Yer know that I have been watching yer, every time I visit. Please say yes."
She felt that she had teased him enough now, "I would be honoured, James," she replied with a smile on her face.
With that, James unsteadily walked over to her, took her hands in his, and leaned towards her to kiss her.
"Please, James, do not be too forward; I have my honour to think of."
James was slightly snubbed, but was elated at the same time - she had accepted him!
"When can we go a-courting then?"
"I can see yer after church on Sunday, when I am not working, if yer would like to meet me with yer waggon at eleven o'clock at the front of the inn." James was in heaven. "And now I must take my leave of yer," Charlotte said as she let go of his hands and walked slowly to the door.
James hardly slept that night, or the night after. He could think of nothing else except Charlotte. He just couldn't wait until the day that he would see his Charlotte again.
*
Chapter 7
Charlotte Houghton had been an independent child from a very early age. She was confident in everything she did, and she knew exactly what she wanted out of life.
She had grown up in the small village of Salford, situated between Chipping Norton and Moreton-in-the-Marsh close to the county boundaries of Oxford, Gloucester and Warwick. Apart from the church, school, pub and visiting preachers along the main road, there was very little to occupy a growing girl. At the age of ten she had started chatting to and teasing a couple of the older boys in the classroom. One had even managed to hold her hand, and kiss her on the cheek when they had played 'kiss chase' in the school-yard. It was quite exciting to be chased by the boys, but rarely did she let any of them catch her.
She lived with her parents, Thomas and Ann, in a small cottage just down from the church, with a brother a year younger than her, and two younger sisters. All of her other relatives lived near another village called Inkberrow many miles away, and she had little chance of visiting them as she was growing up, owing to the distance.
Even from a young age she always wanted to get away from the village, and even though she loved her parents, she felt that they had little to offer her. It was clear to her parents that she was very unsettled, so as soon as she had finished her schooling at the age of twelve it was arranged for her to become a domestic servant working for her aunt and uncle near Inkberrow.
She enjoyed exploring the area around another village and meeting new people there.
"Yer must be Thomas' girl from down Salford, ain't ya? Tell yer aunt that I said hallo," one friendly old woman said as they passed each other in the village on a Sunday afternoon. Everyone was friendly towards her, and most knew her parents, or at least they knew her father, who had grown up here. She settled in quite well, but after a long year with her relatives she was no happier than she had been at home.
She had to do more chores, which occupied her time, but her aunt and uncle were stricter than her parents, and she therefore had less freedom to do what she wanted. As time moved on she became more and more frustrated with her situation, and on the rare visits back home she told her mother how she felt. "Mam, I really don't like it working at aunty's place… I can't do what I want… I'm always tired and she works my fingers to the bone… scrubbing floors… hanging out washing… cleaning out the pigs… building the fires… I'm a slave to them… that be all they want me for."
"Now, yer listen here, girl… It be good for yer to learn a bit of discipline, and how to do all of them things…"
"But, mam!"
"No, yer do as yer told… When yer old enough yer can make yer own decisions, but for now yer will stay with yer aunt."
Charlotte looked at her mother for a few seconds, shocked that she seemed so harsh, as the tears welled up inside her. She then couldn't hold it any longer, burst out crying, and ran upstairs to her room.
She sobbed her heart out lying on her bed - life seemed so unfair - everyone was against her. Amongst the sobs a determination to get her own way was starting to form in her mind, and she decided that as soon as she was old enough she would get a job for herself and then get married. She felt confident that she would have a better life on her own rather than being at someone else's beck and call.
*
As it turned out, she didn't have as long to wait as she had thought. While skivvying for her aunt she occasionally went into Inkberrow village on errands.
"Charlotte, I need yer to take some eggs to the Old Bull Inn near to the church. Get the basket for collecting them and fill it with clean eggs. Be sure to put a cloth over them, and take them to the kitchen at the inn around the back. The landlord is the old red-faced, rotund gentleman… Are yer clear what yer need to do?"
"Yes, aunt."
"Go on then, and no dawdling along. I have more for yer to do when yer get back."
Charlotte dutifully collected the eggs, over a dozen she counted, walked down to the inn and around the back to the kitchen entrance. She quickly found the landlord to give him the eggs.
"Sir, I have brought some eggs for yer from my aunt, Missus Houghton."
"How old be yer, girl?" the landlord demanded as he wiped his hands.
"Fourteen, sir." Charlotte responded and curtsied awkwardly.
"Well, when yer be fifteen I'll have a job for yer as a serving wench, that is, if yer want to earn some money for yerself."
"Oh yes, I would like that, sir."
"Thank yer for the eggs, now run back to yer aunt since I know she will be waiting for yer to do the chores… she be a bit of a stickler for hard work, if I know her," he smiled.
She kept this conversation a secret from everyone. She now had something to look forward to, and it boosted her self-esteem so much that she even improved in doing all of the chores. Her aunt was clearly happier with her performance, and wasn't quite so hard on her, resulting in Charlotte having a little more time to herself.
With the extra time she had been able to look around the village a little more, and often had chance to see the ducks that swam in the old moat around the ruins of the Manor House. Sometimes she would just sit on the grass at the village-green watching the people, young and old, as they went about their business
As she began to blossom forth in her youth, she started to attract the attention of some of the local lads. She had never had much time for them up until now, and the interest pleased and embarrassed her slightly. One lad in particular fascinated her, and without realizing it she began to flirt with him, at first with sideways glances and shy smiles, but as they both grew bolder, he finally wandered away from his group of friends to say "hello", to which she returned the kind word and stared up into his eyes. After a few days of these occasional encounters, he summoned up the courage, amidst laughs and jeers from his friends, to walk her back from the village to the bottom of the lane where she was living, making sure that her aunt didn't see them. Hardly a word was spoken between them, but they both seemed happy with the situation - at least for the moment. She had found out that his name was Edward and that he was two years older than her. He had taken to carrying her baskets for her, but he had only tried to hold her hand on one occasion, which she had rejected as being too forward. Now she wished that he would try again.
Finally on one warm autumn afternoon his hand brushed hers by accident, and she wasn't going to miss the opportunity, so she grabbed his without thinking. The ice was broken, so they stopped in the lane and held both of each others hands for a few seconds. Charlotte looked around to ensure that no-one was in sight, and then kissed him full on the lips. She had never done this before, and obviously neither had Edward since both of them turned beetroot-red and grinned at each other. Charlotte's heart was thudding in her chest, and she felt very hot - which had nothing to do with the warmth of the afternoon. Edward certainly wanted more, but Charlotte sharply said "No, that be enough for now… perhaps tomorrow yer can have another one."
That evening, in her bed, she was exalted, thinking that she had kissed a boy properly for the first time. She was warm all over and thin thrills of electricity ran through her body.
*
Tomorrow arrived, and she couldn't wait to see Edward, so she completed her chores as quickly as possible and set out earlier than normal on her errands. Edward wasn't waiting for her as she walked down to the village, but that was probably due to her being early. She finished her errands, with the last being the usual basket of eggs for the Old Bull. The landlord was pleased to see her.
"Well, lass, how long afore yer fifteen?"
"Only a month, sir."
"Do yer still want that job, then?"
"Yes please, sir."
"I'll see yer aunt about it then… I'll pay yer a penny a day to start with, and if yer do a good job I'll raise it to tuppence a day… Yer can keep all of the tips, if yer get any… Does that meet with yer satisfaction?"
"Oh yes… I promise I'll be good… But sir, what about my aunt? She might not let me work here."
"I think she will… I'll make it worth her while… and she knows that I am a man of honour and good reputation… Don't worry… Well, be off with yer now, and I'll sort it out fer after yer birthday."
This was turning out to be an exciting day. She was overjoyed about the job and being able to have some of her own money, and she had almost forgotten about meeting with Edward until she saw him waiting at the end of the lane. Perhaps there was more excitement to come?
Edward was surprised to see her come out of the inn, since he was expecting her down the lane, but as soon as he saw her he ran over. "Yer early today, ain't ya?"
"Yes," she said, "I wanted to see yer, and we now have an hour before I be due back at my aunt's… come on yer can walk me up the lane and we can pick some berries to eat on the way."
They immediately held hands and, as they walked out of sight of the village, Charlotte turned to kiss him. This time the kiss was longer and they put their arms around each other. After a while they came up for air, eyes sparkling and wide grins on their faces.
"C'mon," Charlotte said, "let's get some berries and sit on the grass to eat them."
They picked plenty of juicy blackberries in only a few minutes, eating as they went, found a secluded spot to eat them out of sight of the lane, and sat down. They both fed each other the berries, laughing and giggling with not a care in the world, and then Edward unexpectedly became serious, looked longingly at her, and then leaned forward to kiss her. This abruptly seemed to hold the promise of more than just a kiss, so Charlotte jerked her head back in feigned surprise, her face flushed and heart thumping. He didn't pull away, so she relaxed a little and gently touched her lips to his. This touch was so soft and sweet as she looked at his closed eyes. She put her hand around his neck to embrace him, and slowly, still holding the kiss, leaned backwards to lie down on the grass. Edward didn't stop kissing her, and as he lay down with her, put his hand on her waist. Charlotte was tingling all over again and stroked his hair and back of his neck. After this long ardent kiss they stopped for a moment both breathing heavily.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/87953 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!