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Brierley Hill is a town with a strong 
sense of identity, enthusiastic to inspire 
and share all that is special, with an eye 

on the future and a stake in the past. 
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Brierley Hill Market Hall, High Street, 
2010. 

Bridge overlooking Nine Locks – painted 
by David Johnson and community 
participants, 2011. 

Ex-workers at Round Oak Steel Works, 
contributed by John Timmins. 

Chapel Street Estate, Brierley Hill, 2008. 
Contributed by Marc Cox as part of the 
Artsnation photo competition – what is 
Brierley Hill to you? 

Brierley Hill-made machinery, 
contributed by William Nicholson as part 
of the Artsnation photo competition. 

View from Chapel Street Estate 
contributed by John Timmins. 

Briar Rose outside Brierley Hill Civic 
Hall – painted by David Johnson and 
community participants 2011. 
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Thank you to everyone who has contributed 
their creativity, talent, images, memories, 
thoughts and time to the Brierley Hillness 
community arts and heritage project. 

 

Special thanks to Audiences Central for running the 
photographic competition through Artsnation. 

 
Emma Purshouse and the Brierley 
Hill Project  

 
Mural artist DJ and team of  
community painters; including regulars 
Pat Cobern and Angela Farley 

 
Dudley Performing Arts and Buzz 
Youth Theatre 

 
Brendan Hawthorne and  
Brierley Hill Civic Society 

Featuring Community  
Collaborations 

 
Mike Tinsley and AgeUK drama 
group, Merry Hill 

 
Shona-Rose Gilsenan and 
Homestart families, Dudley 

The concept of this project is inspired by 
ARC‟s project called “Hullness”.  
www.arc-online.co.uk/hullness  

http://www.arc-online.co.uk/hullness
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Understanding Brierley Hill: Introduction 
 

Understanding Brierley Hill is a collection of community responses gathered during 
the Brierley Hillness project in 2011. It features original creative writing, audio transcripts of 
oral history, photographs and artwork. We also present statistics gathered through survey 
work, and the opinions of people who have associations with the town.  
 

Through understanding which historic places, spaces and architecture in the town are 
unique and important to communities this project aimed to capture the „spirit‟ of Brierley 
Hill; to help developers, urban designers and planners understand what „Brierley Hillness‟ 
is – through the eyes of local people - and take this into consideration when planning 
future developments within the town.  
 

Brierley Hillness ran from January to June 2011. It was led by the English Heritage 
Outreach Team in partnership with Dudley Arts Council, Artspace Brierley Hill, Dudley 
Performing Arts, Brierley Hill Community Forum, the Adult and Community Learning 
Service at Dudley Metropolitan Borough Council and in collaboration with Audiences 
Central and the Public Art Unit at DMBC. 
 

Over 1000 local people of all ages contributed in some way to our understanding of 
Brierley Hillness; 361 people were directly engaged as participants; 70% of these 
participated in a creative learning activity. 380 people attended events and a further 
274 people took part in survey work, giving their thoughts and opinions about the town, 
with a focus on their perceptions towards the historic environment. 
 

Alongside this booklet we have created an on-line blog and archive of the project: 
www.brierleyhillnesstoolkit.wordpress.com. The site is for anyone with an interest in 
the social history and culture of Brierley Hill; past and present. It is also for local 
stakeholders, both public and professional, who are interested in what people have got to 
say about the town, and professionals working in regeneration and across the cultural 
sector who are interested in learning from our project case study.  
 

The project will live on through the blog and the contributions made by local people 
will provide evidence to inspire and influence the regeneration process, cultural 
learning and future arts and heritage projects in the town.  We also hope it is a lively space 
where local people can continue to voice their thoughts about the town and share their 
creative work and memories about Brierley Hill.  
 

This booklet has been submitted to Dudley Metropolitan Borough Council‟s Planning Team 
as part of the public consultation on the new Urban Design Supplementary Planning 
Document for the new Brierley Hill Town Centre. The Brierley Hillness community mural 
will move to a permanent home in Brierley Hill Library by the end of the year. 
 

In Understanding Brierley Hill we felt it was important that people spoke for 
themselves, using their own words or creative expression. Additional commentary in this 
booklet is provided by Shona-Rose Gilsenan, Chair of the Brierley Hill Community Forum. 
  
Together these community voices hope to inspire, inform and help shape the future of 
Brierley Hill. 
 

 
Suzanne Carter, Project Manager    

 

http://www.brierleyhillnesstoolkit.wordpress.com/
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“As time goes by, things change, people leave and the landscape of a place develops 
into something unrecognisable; but does the spirit of a place change?   
 
New buildings go up, old buildings are knocked down or changed, new roads change 
the flow of a town and shopping centres bring different people to visit, but underneath 
the sparkly new and glitzy glam, are there roots that shape a town that will never 
disappear however hidden?   
 
Through this project, we wanted to find out what the spirit of Brierley Hill is and if there 
is such a thing as „Brierley Hillness‟.   
 
Local history books, old newspapers and the buildings which stand around the town will 
tell you a lot about what has happened in Brierley Hill. But what about those buildings 
which no longer stand?  Where is this history?  Where are the memories?   
 
How will future generations know about the heritage of their streets if there are no 
historical or iconic buildings standing there?  In the people, that‟s where; the people that 
pass you by each day in the street, in the shops and on the roads. They hold the most 
important thing needed for this project – memories, real life experiences, tastes, smells, 
visions and emotions of a place.   
 

That is why for the Brierley Hillness Project, I went out on 
the streets to talk to the people of Brierley Hill, some of 
whom have lived here their whole lives; and their whole lives 
span eighty years or more.   

 
This booklet provides a snapshot of how people feel about Brierley Hill – both positive 
and negative. It is a creative scrapbook of memory, opinion and personal experiences – 
but at the same time a collective voice for Brierley Hill in 2011. 
 
So let us begin our journey through Brierley Hill; past, present and future”. 
 
 

Shona Rose Gilsenan  
Chair of Brierley Hill Community Forum 
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Most distinctive features of Brierley Hill according to members of Age UK, Netherton are: 
1) Round Oak 2) Marsh & Baxters 3) Nine Locks 4) St Michael‟s 5) Market. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One Boy, One Town, One Big Idea! 

Dudley Performing Arts Production 

Written by Rachel Sharpe 

Scene I  
 

“You live in a place that has raised many a good 

man, a place where real hard working folk are 

forged! It‟s not a place for the faint hearted, you‟ve 

gotta have a strong work ethic, sense of humour 

and back to survive. In medieval times this place 

was a sprawling green, a grazing ground, beauty 

as far as the eye can see. And by looking in the 

right way, you can see that beauty still. Not in 

bubbling brooks or emerald green fields of 

yesteryear, but in a land so scarred by hard work, 

that even the devil himself ran away and hid when 

he first glimpsed it”.  

 

One Boy, One Town, One Big Idea!” Scene I 

Dudley Performing Arts Production 

Written by Rachel Sharpe 

Capturing the ‘spirit’ of Brierley Hill; past, present and future 

On a Saturday afternoon in May 

2011 the mural was taken to 

the Concord Market, Brierley 

Hill and shoppers and traders 

were asked what they thought 

about it. 

 

90% of people agreed that the 

mural captured the „spirit‟ of the 

town. 

 

However, 73% of these people 

thought the mural represented 

a positive view of the town, 

rather than a realistic one. 
 

Source: 33 self-completion 
questionnaires 

 

This is a community mural of the buildings, places and spaces that local people have 
said make Brierley Hill distinctive and unique. It was painted in Artspace (Mill Street, 

Brierley Hill) over fifteen workshops which involved fifty community painters. 
 

The individual representations in the mural are explained on pages 11, 15, 17 and 20. 
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Brierley 

Hillness 

A poem taken from 
ideas and narratives by 

Brierley Hill Civic 
Society 

Forged by 
Brendan Hawthorne 

 
(Part I). 

 
Past „I‟ 
  
I wait awhile 
as lock-gate sentinels 
stand in silence 
They observe 
my towpath history 
that laid the 
foundations 
of wealth and respect 
Those same guardians 
once counted freight 
to and fro 
backwards and 
forwards 
horse and engine 
coal and steel  
limestone 
glass and forgings  
along the eight 
where traffic noise 
is now strangely 
subdued 
Extraneous sounds 
are cushioned 
somewhere 
Somewhere between 
the seconds that 
recount 
cutting fleeting 
glimpses 

of boat and barge 
For in this place 
time stops 
for momentary 
reflection 
I see it all again 
as if it was only 
yesterday 
I was once a real town 
with an urban council 
art school and library 
Gave opportunities for 
education 
in a working class 
community 
I entertained at the 
Danilo 
A silver screen 
flicker for the 
population 
A touch of glamour-to-
go 
There was of course 
Marsh and Baxter‟s 
and the Piggy Bank 
where statistics 
squealed 
five thousand porkers 
before nine o‟clock 
Before a pint was sunk 
And then the Royal 
glass cone 
that stood regally alone 
its blown belly 
a cut glass marker 
of lead facet perfection 
Shops and services 
grew along my streets 
feeding and clothing 
the people 
who lived within 
these welcoming 
branch arms 
of canals and trees 
I stamped my authority 

through courthouse 
principles 
and sub and main post 
offices 
with Saint Michael‟s 
spire 
and sanctuary 
overseeing 
spiritual needs 
planting seeds 
of morals and 
paradise memorials 
that I kept close to my 
medieval arterial heart 
Those were the days 
before change swept 
my face 
removed my furnace 
core 
and tore up the balance 
books 
when the midnight sun 
had set upon my tears 
And the night 
became bright 
with street lights 
and tower blocks 
and traffic lights 
Red and amber 
and green 
Where I find 
this moment already 
gone 
Recollections lie 
scattered 
They are gems of my 
past 
left to lie 
wherever the winds 
should take them 
They chill my warmth 
when I need comfort 
They are the thorns 
of this leeward 
hill top Brier rose. 

Understanding Brierley Hill: Reflecting on the past 
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“Rumble of furnaces, hissing of the trains, bells 
of the trains, the crackings and banging of the 
scrap being loaded. Smell mainly of burning 
that was one of the things you could always 
smell” 
 

Michael Minton, former worker at Round 

Oak Steel Works. (Reminiscence session) 

“The enjoyable part of working at Round 
Oak was that people were a part of a 
family. We all knew each other. We were 
all aware of people even if we didn‟t 
know the workman‟s name they knew 
us. They always spoke to us. I never 
knew anybody who was unhappy there 
looking back”. 
 

June Bowen, former worker at Round 

Oak Steel Works. (Reminiscence 

session) 

 
View of Round Oak Steel Works in the 1970s from Chapel Street Estate courtesy of John Timmins. 

Painting of Round Oak in 1967 by Philip Adams 
(Dudley Museum Collection). Featured in the 
Round Oak exhibition at Artspace in association 
with Brierley Hillness. 

“Many people in Brierley Hill spoke of Marsh 
& Baxters or the Round Oak Steel Works. 
The majority of the older generation I spoke to 
had worked there or know someone who 
worked there at some time in their lives.   
 
The factories were an enormous life source 
for Brierley Hill; offering trade in and out, jobs 
for all and memories for those who lived here.  
Brierley Hill thrived on it. 
 
Not being from Brierley Hill myself, I had no 
knowledge of the factories as the buildings 
have gone and there are no traces, nor 
plaques, nor statues to remember them by. 
 
However, almost every person I asked to 
name an iconic or landmark building in 
Brierley Hill said either Round Oak Steel 
Works or the Marsh & Baxter‟s factory”.  
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“I think the history of 
the town is 
something to be  
very, very proud of” 

 
Street Interview 2011 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Thinking back it was a great 
place to work it really was. It 
was very much family 
orientated and I think it‟s only 
right if it were possible to put 
some monument up... 
something in a prominent 
position for Brierley Hill „cos 
that‟s what Round Oak was, 
Brierley Hill.” 
 

David Vale, former worker at 

Round Oak Steel Works. 

(Reminiscence session) 

 

“One lady I interviewed 
recollects that her 
daughter was always 
afraid to sleep in the 
room that had the view 
of the steel works 
because of the red 
glow that the furnaces 
threw into the sky”. 
  
 

 
Image from 1962 from Round Oak Steel Works: T Potter, W Fletcher, I 
Jones, T Grey, E Allen and D Horton. Contributed by Dennis Horton. 

 

 

 

The Silk Scarf 
A poem by Jan Yorke 

 
Our Dad used to work there 
Once when burning ingots rolled along the factory 
floor 
Slowly moving onward without rush 
 
Our dad used to work there 
When tapped out furnace fires 
Gave the sky a glory glow 
And filled the clouds with dust 
 
Our dad used to work there 
When heat and sulphur filled 
His lungs with every breath 
And clinker clung like sweat 
 
Our dad used to work there 
When men of steel spilled through the gates 
And filled the pub to quench their heavy thirst 
 
Our dad used to work there 
A flash of white silk scarf around his neck 
At his dirty filthy worst 
 
Our dad used to work there 
Upon the fiery hill of Brierley town 
 
Our dad used to work there 
And then they closed it down. 
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“All the big firms they all had a social club. I 
mean Round Oak social club we used to go 
dancing there as a teenager, I used to have 
dances every Friday night... and then 
Marsh‟s one, that‟s still standing... and they 
all had their football teams, and the cricket 
teams and they used to have outings and 
children‟s parties... I can remember going to 
children‟s parties at the brickyard where dad 
worked. So it was very much involved, there 
was all this involvement... There was this 
sort of sense of pride... and competition.” 
 

Jeanette Grazier, Stourbridge 

 (from audio recording) 

 

1948 Round Oak Construction.  

 

1949 Round Oak Construction. Building Stacks.  

 

Round Oak Construction. Open Hearth Furnace.  

 

 

 

Scanned photographs contributed 
by John Timmins. 

“I can remember the queues of lorries 
queuing up to get into Round Oak, the 
scrap wagons on the main outside... All the 
way down the road they was always there 
and I tell you what the queues of those 
scrap lorries was nearly as long as the 
queues of wives collecting the pay packets 
from their husbands on a Friday dinner 
when they obviously clocked out. That was 
to make sure that they never spent all their 
brass in the local drinking houses.” 
 

Robert Hamilton Cooper, former worker 

at Round Oak Steel Works. 

(Reminiscence session) 

 

 

Round Oak Casting.  
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The community mural explained... 

 

 

                           

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 

“The night...the night sky 
glistening red that was 
fantastic, that was a 
fantastic sight around there 
and I always remember the 
women round here when 
they hung the washing out 
they‟d always be moaning 
that they‟d got the bits from 
Round Oaks, dust was 
always in their white 
washing when they used to 
tap the furnaces... that was 
a sight.”  
Robert Hamilton Cooper, 

former worker at Round Oak 

Steel Works. (Reminiscence 

session) 

   
Photograph (right) contributed by John Timmins 

“This was quite a sight. I mean it was six storeys in height and in some places went down 
in the ground four storeys... you can see why it dominated Brierley Hill, can‟t you? Half of 
that Moor Centre was probably the bake house”. 

Alan Capewell, worked as a trainee electrician for Marsh & Baxters (from audio 

recording)                                                             

             

“When the Earl of Dudley arrives to open it (The 
Danilo, built 1937) there‟s crowds outside, but they 
are all looking the other way, waiting for George 
Formby to come up from Quarry Bank...”  

Dave Galley, Brierley Hill (from audio recording) 
 

“(George Formby) put his head through the curtains 
and said “turned out nice again” and the whole of 
Brierley Hill erupted.”  

Ned Williams, local historian and author (from 

audio recording) 
 

Brierley Hillness is... 

Important memorable places 

 

“Another lady I interviewed 
remembers seeing the pigs 
for the meat factory being 
taken to slaughter when she 
was a child. She‟ll never 
forget the sound of pigs 
squealing through the High 
Street”.  
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“Fire brick works they mainly were, mainly 
centred on Brettal Lane and the Delph [...] 
My gran worked there as a brick moulder 
until she was in her 60s. And lots of my 
family worked in that particular one. Over 
the road from that it was known as George 
Kings, down the Delph there was at least 
two that I can think of and also every brick 
yard had its own clay pit or clay mine, if 
you like, so they‟d mine the clay locally 
and then use it in the brickyards.” 
 

Jeanette Grazier, Stourbridge (from 

audio recording) 

 
Brierley Hill. Image © NMR English Heritage. 

 
Image contributed by Ned Williams. 

 

 

 

 

One Boy, One Town, One Big Idea! 

Dudley Performing Arts Production 

Written by Rachel Sharpe 

 
Scene II (reference to Marsh & Baxters) 
 
George: I don‟t want to talk about school, 
tell me about where you work Nan.  Tell me 
about all those machines again.  I like that 
story. 
 

Nan: Alright George, You walk through the 
door… 
 

George: Yes. 
 

Nan: There‟s two big huge chimneys, they 
reach 
 

George: Right up as far as the eye can see 
 

Nan: There‟s 23... 
 

George: Roofs that you could count if you 
were up in the sky in an aeroplane. 
 

Nan: There‟s… 
 

George: More windows than you will ever 
see, possibly more than Buckingham 
Palace! 
 

Nan: There‟s  
 

George: Big lorries.  Giant lorries driving in 
and out all day. 
 

Nan: And…. 
 

George: And inside you can see giant rails 
with the hams curing on them. 
 

Nan: Everywhere 
 

George: Is spotlessly clean. 
 

Nan: And there‟s 
 

George: A special ventilation system.  One 
of the finest in the country. 
 

Nan: And  
 

George: Everywhere is really bright, just as 
if it was a summer‟s day, all through the 
year. 

“Brierley Hill is steeped in memories, 
definitely, and it‟s steeped in history, and 
it‟s just that we‟ve got to keep that image 
in the town if we can.”  

Street Interview 2011   
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“It was a farm of grassed-over pit banks... 
Ken Thomas (the farmer) used to keep 
Devon Red cattle... so in those fields on a 
nice sunny evening you could have the 
light reflecting off these Devon Red 
cattle... it was lovely. When they moved 
out... saw Cis once, that‟s his wife, and, 
you know... apparently the story was she 
never came back to Merry Hill when they 
left...she never saw it. “Hello Cis, how you 
doing?” “Oh, alright”, she says “Not come 
back have yer? “No”, she says “they‟ve 
put some shops there haven‟t they?” 
 

Dave Galley, Brierley Hill (from audio 

recording) 

“And at one time of day when it was 
Brierley Hill the park was lovely... along the 
front by the war cenotaph there was 
always lovely gardens. They were Brierley 
Hill gardeners who used to be based down 
in Wordsley... but their main thing was the 
front of Brierley Hill. There were benches 
and flower gardens and grassing. It hasn‟t 
been looked after for years”. 
 

Dennis Andrews, Brierley Hill (from 

audio recording) 

  
Round Oak Farm, Merry Hill. Image contributed by 
Peter Glews. 

  www.brierleyhillness.co.uk Photograph by Matthew Pearson  
What is Brierley Hill to you?  

Photo competition in association with Artsnation 

Equine Extremes. Matthew said “Horses were used 
in the history of Brierley Hill, transporting charcoal 
and pulling barges on the canals.” 

www.brierleyhillness.co.uk Photograph by Peter Glews  
What is Brierley Hill to you?  

Photo competition in association with Artsnation 

Token c.1797. “I find the naive representation of 
St Michael‟s Church rather appealing”. The token 
was not widely circulated and is quite rare. 

 
 
 
“As we embarked on this journey we 
were looking to find the „spirit‟ of Brierley 
Hill in the physical buildings and 
landscapes evident in the town today.  
 
As we talked to people we soon realised 
that much of the spirit of the town is 
deeply rooted in Brierley Hill‟s industrial 
past and places that no longer exist.  
 
People have shared their memories and 
old photographs to help us build a 
picture of Brierley Hill in the past. While 
these fragments don‟t tell us the whole 
story, they help us capture moments in 
time, humorous stories and a real sense 
of pride. But, what do people say about 
Brierley Hill today?” 
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Brierley Hill High Street - Digital photography „Photoshop‟ 

workshop. 

 

“During street interviews and 
two community workshops we 
asked people to describe 
Brierley Hill in a word or two...  

 

Here is our 

A – Z compilation of 

responses”. 
 

a A mess 

b Boring 

c Cheap 

d Dead 

e Empty shops 
f Flats 

g Going down hill 
h Home 

i It's ok 
j Just shop and go 

k Kebab places 

l Living in the past 

m Messy 

n Nice town 

o Out of date 

p Pretty neglected 

q Quieter than it used to be 

r Rubbish 

s Scruffy 

t Take aways 
u Ugly 

v Value for money 

w Working class 

x X-tremely run down 

y Young people have no respect 
z Zzzzzzz 

 

Understanding Brierley Hill: Today 

The larger the font, the greater 
frequency said. 

“Many people remember the shops buzzing with 
customers; every shop front pristine.   
 
The streets were crowded with people and the 
markets were the heart of town.  There was a 
theatre in town, a cinema, and places for local 
people to socialise. 
 
Without realising it themselves, people I 
interviewed expressed a love for Brierley Hill, 
even if only in its past.  
 
The negative words many people used to 
describe the town today show passion and 
appreciation of how they remember it.   
 
They display loyalty for their town, as even now, 
when it‟s not as it used to or should be, they still 
live here, shop, visit or work here.   
 
In fact, a lot of other people showed loyalty for 
Brierley Hill; people from Wordsley, Wall Heath, 
Kingswinford and Halesowen are regular 
visitors to the town every week for its markets, 
the most popular feature of this hardy Black 
Country town.” 

 
Brierley Hill High Street - Digital photography „Photoshop‟ 

workshop. 
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Brierley Hillness is... 

local landmarks 

 

   
This building dating from 1885 was Marsh 
& Baxter's shop by 1916. It is a landmark 

building within the High Street. 

 
The War Memorial (built 1923). Photograph 

(right) taken by member of Dudley MIND  

 
“The solider on the top (Stanley 

Harley), he worked at Round Oak Steel 
Works, but it was the „Earl‟s‟ in those 
days... it was never called Round Oak 
Steel Works, it was the „Earl‟s‟... and 

he‟d been through the First World War 
and he was in one of the Guards... and 

they had him as the model for that.” 
  

Dennis Andrews, Brierley Hill (from 

audio recording) 

 
Photograph (right) contributed by Brian Marsh  

The Delph Nine Locks represents a link 
with the town‟s industrial heritage and the 

age of canals to transport goods. It is a 
popular recreational route today for walkers 

and canal users. 

  www.brierleyhillness.co.uk                                   Photograph by Marc Cox  

Marc Cox (right) was a winner in the What is Brierley Hill 
to you? photo competition in association with Artsnation 

Chapel Street Estate, built in the 1960s is seen 
from miles around. 

 
The Briar Rose sculpture, designed by 

Borough Artist Steve Field and fabricated at 
Apollo Fabrications in Brierley Hill, is 

prominently situated outside the police station 
and is a colourful landmark serving as a 

gateway into the town.  

  
Photograph (right) taken by member of 

Dudley MIND 

St Michael‟s Church has stood 
on the highest part of town since 
1765. It is Brierley Hill‟s oldest 

remaining building. 

The community mural explained... 
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Brierley 

Hillness 

A poem taken from 
ideas and narratives by 

Brierley Hill Civic 
Society 

Forged by  
Brendan Hawthorne  

 
(Part II). 

 

Present – „You‟ 
  
You have people 
around you 
that still love you dearly 
Young and elderly 
retaining dignity and 
pride 
The arts and the active 
The sports and the 
social 
 

Though some sadly 
remain 
totally disenfranchised 
you must accept 
change 
become a renaissance 
town 
because you can still 
give 
You‟re not on your own 
When The Round Oak 
forest of smoking 
stacks 
was given the chop 
it was a sign of the 
times 
Emotive and grim 
The pick of the crop 
But the ins and the outs 
and the ups and the 
downs 
by day and by night 
give locals and visitors 
an experience to own 
With markets and 
shops 
 

bingo and church 
the pub on the corner 
and all-day take-away 
Buses bus shoppers 
past parked rowan 
trees 
past wildlife and birds 
A nature unseen 
alongside canals 
to a library‟s shelved 
words 
If only people 
would see what‟s up 
with this town 
instead of what‟s wrong 
Beyond the shop front 
and bus stop hub 
the architecture and 
language 
joints jacket architrave 
to arch and pillar 
Here industry can 
imitate nature 
Now we see that you‟re 
growing 
more positive in 
stature. 

  
 

 

 

www.brierleyhillness.co.uk Photograph by Dan Slee  
What is Brierley Hill to you? 

Photo competition in association with Artsnation 

The photo shows off-cuts rusting in the rain at a 
galvanised steel factory in Thorns Road, Quarry 
Bank, Brierley Hill. 

 
 
 
 
 

Brierley Hillness is... 
Written by Steve Hall 

 
Brettall Lane long and loud. 

A long line of cars held up by traffic lights. 

It‟s tall boxes called homes 

Where inhabitants are trapped. 

It‟s chip shops selling chips 

That are cooked at dinner time 

And sold for evening meals. 

It‟s young men selling the next shot of pain 

To anyone willing to pay the price. 

It‟s care homes where someone‟s Mom or 

Dad 

Sits and sleeps all day long with nothing to 

do except wait to die. 

 

68% of Brierley Hill residents said they were 

dissatisfied with the way their High Street looks. 

 

112 Brierley Hill residents surveyed 
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Brierley Hillness is...  

locally distinctive character 

 

  
Photograph (right) taken by member of Dudley 
MIND 

In 1868 this public water fountain was 
given to the town by the new local board 

as a condition of the Earl of Dudley‟s 
agent, who had agreed to provide a 

drinking fountain at Round Oak. It is a 
reminder of the past which survived its 

original building‟s demolition. It was 
moved to the Moor Centre construction. 

 
Market days in Brierley Hill are traditionally 

Tuesdays, Fridays and Saturdays. Market Hall 
was established in 1921. People associate 

Brierley Hill with the indoor markets. 

 

 
Built in 1903 as a Technical Institute and 
Public Library, and later used as Dudley‟s 
College of Technology, this distinctive red 

brick building is a major landmark on routes 
into town from the west.  

 
Brierley Hill High Street is made up of 
similar terraced shop units. The two 

storey shop in the centre had an unusual 
upstairs showroom. It was a ladies and 

children‟s wear store in the 1920s. 

 
Photograph (right) taken by member of Dudley 
MIND. Extract below from One Boy, One Town, 
One Big Idea! Scene II 

George: This is a building of great 
distinction. 
 

Martha: Really. 
 

George: Yes.  Oh hello.  Erm… Yes.  Built 
1897 by A T Butler. 
 

Martha: Who? 
 

George: A T Butler.  Very distinguished 
local architect.  He designed the Worker‟s 
Institute in Cradley Heath. 
 

Martha: Really? 
 

George: Yes one of the most important 
buildings in the area do you know it was 
built with the money from the great women 
chain makers‟ strike of 1910.  Mary 
Macarthur worked personally with A T 
Butler overseeing much of the design 
and….. 

The community mural explained... 
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Drawing by Taylor-Bea Gilsenan 
 

 

Brierley Hillness is… 
Written by Malcom Hickman 

 
 

A rabbit hole 

It‟s a garden gnome in the grand 

scale of things 

Once you get in you can‟t get out 

Hedged all about 

It‟s a fantasy in a larger truth 

It‟s Alice falling 

It‟s a five way looking glass 

It‟s the red queen flying on the 

dragon‟s back 

Its cattle going to different places 

It‟s a funnel 

It‟s greyness that doesn‟t offer a 

smile 

And I sit inside and wonder why 

It‟s tall 

It‟s bigger than a house 

It‟s my habitat 

It‟s where I think, it‟s where I‟m at 

It‟s the hatter and the hare 

It‟s the teapot thrown in the air 

It‟s the grace of the White Queen 

as she sees into eternity 

Its patience in the darkness but 

Alice knows they are blessed 

Is it better to be first or last? 

Is it better to be feared than 

loved? 

Does it work living in the past? 

 
 

 
Collage of Brierley Hill by Homestart families 

“While many people said to me that Brierley 
Hill looks worn out, scruffy and lacks the 
opportunities, energy and the vibrancy they 
would like from their town, they would also 
probably agree that Brierley Hill still has a lot 
to offer. It is, as one gentleman described it; 
„an old fashioned Black Country town‟. 
 
Its multi-complex shopping centre on the 
Merry Hill site has recently been voted one of 
the best places to shop, which is fantastic for 
the town; it takes nothing away from the 
tradition or character of the town itself, even if 
it may have taken away some of the trade.   
 
However fancy Merry Hill is; it cannot 
compare to the quaint beauty of Brierley Hill.  
Many places have shopping centres, but 
nowhere else has our Brierley Hill.”  



19 Understanding Brierley Hill. A creative community response 2011 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

If Brierley Hill could talk, what would 
it say to future developers? 
The Brierley Hill Project members  
(Collective poem) 
 
 

From God we need a gift  
 

Let‟s be honest 
We need a face lift 
 

Put some spark 
Into the parks 
 

Leave it the same 
I‟d still complain 
 

Brierley Hill 
A proper dive 
Noone gets 
Outta here alive 
 

Don‟t take my library 
I want books for free 
 

Gimme some clubs 
Where I can practice me dubz! 
 

Brierley Hill 
I think it‟s great 
I‟m not sure 
It‟s such a state 
 

I‟m still stacking Pasta 
But hopefully soon 
We‟ll have George 
At Asda 
 

Brierley Hill 
Enter at your will. 
 

www.brierleyhillness.co.uk Photograph by Susan Guest

What is Brierley Hill to you? 
Photo competition in association with Artsnation 

The Park Gate in Winter. Susan says “it was 
taken around Christmas time when we had the 
beautiful frost. Steven‟s Park is such a well 
known and popular place in the Brierley Hill 
area.” 

Understanding Brierley Hill: Looking to the Future 

92% of Brierley Hill residents said 
they care about the way their town 
looks. 
 

166 Brierley Hill residents surveyed 

 
Drawing by Lucy Wood 

 
Brierley Hill High Street - Digital photography „Photoshop‟ workshop. 

 

“I asked the people I interviewed if 
they thought there was any 
community spirit in Brierley Hill. One 
young lad responded that he, like 
others, thought it was lacking. But, 
unlike others, he gave a good reason 
as to why.   
 
It isn‟t just because people are too 
busy or the younger generation don‟t 
care, as some suggested, but 
because there is nowhere TO 
socialise, nowhere for young people 
to gather and become a community”.   
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Brierley 
Hillness 

 

A poem taken from ideas 
and narratives by  

Brierley Hill Civic Society 
Forged by  

Brendan Hawthorne 2011 
 

Part III. 

 

Future „We‟ 
  
We want to conserve 
We want to preserve 
We want new bricks and old 
Aspirations we‟re told 
We want tradition 
and association 
Meet and greet 
Old friends and new 
We want to be active 
We want to be 
approachable 
Not isolationist and 
reproachable 
We want new link 
communities 

Inspired planning 
lead this post industrial 
development 
from a regional panning 
We‟ll move from steel grey 
to village green 
be proud of our heritage 
Be proud to be seen 
We‟ve been guilty in the 
past 
of opportunities lost 
losing our focus 
by just counting the cost 
We want to think on 
beyond window box 
Step out from the sink 
Get out of the blocks 
We‟re inside out 
We‟re back to front 
We want more clout 
Without being too blunt 
We‟ve marginalised growth 
with centralised decay 
We have got vision 
and plenty to say 
We want to build networks 
Build business link chains 
Host festivals and events 
Let‟s look at the gains 
Regain pubs and clubs 

We need to work together 
Build a new economic age 
Inspire youth 
and bring ideas from the 
page 
We‟re honest hard workers 
Chock full of fun 
A vibrant cast 
when there‟s work to be 
done 
We‟re all still smiling 
Our spirit is willing  
Watch this space 
because change will be 
coming 
And please remember 
beneath this shell 
our people are proud 
we‟re show and tell 
and all double yolkers 
we‟re thoroughly good eggs 
and witty jokers 
As Brierley Hill blossoms 
let‟s get this show on the 
road 
A town of convenience 
stepping out from the 
crowd. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  
                             Under construction June 2011 

 

The new Stourbridge Art and Design Centre in 
Brierley Hill. Inspired design in the town – the heritage 

of the future? 

Brierley Hillness is...? 

 

82% of people said new building 
design should complement the 
historic buildings in Brierley Hill. 
 

130 people surveyed in  

Brierley Hill  

“It‟s our history and our history shouldn‟t 
be swept under the carpet because of 
modernisation or anything else. Our 
history can still play a part in the present”   
 

Street Interview 2011 
 

The community mural explained... 
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Our hopes for the future of Brierley Hill 
Hand Art Tree by children at Artspace 
  

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

“It may never recover what it was, but at 
least get some of it back and make it 
more attractive for shoppers.”  

Street Interview 2011 
 

“It would be nice if Brierley Hill was dressed up a bit so 
more people would be happy to come and spend the day 
shopping here, rather than look at it as if it is a dirty scruffy 
place.”                                                Street Interview 2011 
 

"I would like Brierley Hill to 
be bought back to a town, 
and not just a few shops."  

Parent of child from Withymoor 
Primary School 

"We'd like to see a range of useful shops e.g. 
hardware and greengrocers. Not designer label 
shops that would compete with Merry Hill. Plenty 
of low cost/free car parking."  

Parent of child at Blanford Mere Primary School 

"Brierley Hill needs drastic 
renovation and would 
benefit from better and 
easier links to Merry Hill."  

Parent of child from Belle View 
Primary school 

“With the young children of 
today... if there are no 
buildings left to show them 
this is what was, how are 
they going to know?” 

Street interview 2011 
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www.brierleyhillness.co.uk Photograph by Jaymee Skelding  
What is Brierley Hill to you? 

Photo competition in association with Artsnation 

Locks by Jaymee Skelding. 

 
 
 
 
 

“During interviews and two 
community workshops we 
asked people how they would 
like to be able to describe 
Brierley Hill in five years 
time....” 
  

 
Variety             
Colourful 

Better  
 Appealing 
 Brighter  
 Beautiful 

Nice place to 
shop, visit and 

work 
Improved  

 Vibrant                           
Less traffic 

        Friendly
 Pedestrianised    
Safer 

Shops reopened  
Tidy            Pleasant

 Busier 

More shops 
 
        Maintain  
        standard 

Flowers 
Interesting 

Cleaner 

The larger the 
font, the greater 
frequency said. 

78% of Brierley Hill residents said they think 
historic buildings make a positive 
contribution to their High Street. 
 

112 Brierley Hill residents surveyed 

65% of primary school children said Brierley 
Hill‟s old buildings should be preserved as 
they are. 
 

74 children from four local primary 

schools surveyed 

“Brierley Hill is a proud Black Country 
town, with a rich heritage and strong 
local identity.  
 
The people who have been involved in 
the Brierley Hillness project have often 
expressed fondness for the way things 
were, but also shared enthusiasm to see 
improvements.  
 
They want to see the town return to an 
attractive, bustling place that people 
want to visit, whilst maintaining the 
historic character that makes it special – 
that makes it Brierley Hill.”  
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“Brierley Hilliness” 
Age UK Drama Group, Merry Hill 

Written by Fran Cartwright and Gail Duke with support from Mike Tinsley and members of the 

drama group 

     
 

Script inspired by transcripts of the Brierley Hillness street interviews 2011.  
Performed on 30 June 2011. 

EXTRACTS: Scene: People talking at 
a Bus Stop 
 
L:  Hallo everyone! Are we all waiting 
for the bus? 
 

Chorus: Yes 
 

L:  Well, it‟s not the most attractive 
place to wait is it? Needs some 
improvement. Look at that shop 
(pointing) the glass has fallen out the 
windows, and the rollers are such a dull 
grey, aren‟t they? 
 

M:  (entering) Oh, that shop has such 
happy memories for me. Used to be a 
chemists owned by my father, 
fascinating for me as a child; all those 
lovely coloured bottles...brings tears to  
my eyes when I see it... and, d‟you 
know, it was turned into a dental 
surgery, and I used to work there as a 
nurse... 
 

F:  (interrupting) It all needs painting, 
bright colours. Like that children‟s 
programme Tobermory, and they could 
do with some flowers – real and 

painted.                                            [...] 

F:  So let us paint a picture of how 
we‟d like to see a future Brierley 
Hilliness and how it soon could be... 
 

D:  An orderly and ordered place 
 
J:  Shows ladies fashion fair 
 

M:  Keen busy markets decked with 
flowers 
 

E:  and tea shops on the square... 
 

S:  No traffic noise, but pleasant sound 
of fetes and celebrations round... 
 

L:  shops all painted fresh and new 
pink and white to green and blue 
 

Like Tobermory welcomes you... 
 

Chorus:  A friendly place where people 
meet to sit and chat; „come have a 
seat‟ 
 

M: try out their skills; well, here comes 
mine, a song, a tune, a comic line... 
 

(strikes up ukulele and cast dance) 
 

END 
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One Boy, One Town, One Big Idea! 

Dudley Performing Arts Production 

Written by Rachel Sharpe 

 

A dance and drama performance featuring Buzz Youth Theatre and four local primary schools 

Brierley Hill Civic Hall, 18 February 2011 
 

Scene 6 
The Centenary Meeting of the  

„Brierley Hill Historical Photography and Reminiscence Group‟   
 

           
 

Muriel: Welcome, welcome, welcome.  Welcome one and all to the centenary meeting of the 
Brierley Hill Historical Photography and Reminiscence group.  Tonight I have the great honour of 
leading the one hundredth meeting of this esteemed historical society, and I am very pleased to 
see some new faces.  Particularly Joan Noakes, who sent in some wonderful photos from the 
1930‟s cataloguing the transportation, movement through the underground tunnels and finally 
slaughter of the pigs for Marsh and Baxter‟s. And Joan, your description of the sounds of the pigs 
screaming along the tunnels as the sound track to your childhood walks, has been noted in our 
archive book. Right.  As usual we will be deciding on our focus areas for the next month‟s work.  
Any ideas. [Lots of hands go up and people begin to shout things out – Muriel buts in] 
Before I open the floor up I‟d like to thank Peter Cummings for his wonderful description which 
appeared in the Black Country Bugle, of life at the Round Oak Steel Works  
 

George: Actually that was my description. 
 

Muriel: Oh dear, I do apologise.  And you are? 
 

George: George Beddard 
 

Muriel: Well Thank you Mr Beddard.  And now moving on…. 
 

George: I sent in some other stuff as well. Some pictures of the building of Merry Hill.  [Sharp 
intake of breath from the group] What did I say? 
 

“To close this collection of community 
responses to the theme of Brierley Hillness we 
have chosen the final scene from One Boy. 
One Town. One Big Idea!  
 
This scene encapsulates one of the aims of 
the project; it encourages local people to have 
a say about the development of their town and 
play a part in shaping its future.” 
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Muriel: We are a historical society George.  Historical.  We don‟t cover the eighties. 
 

George: But isn‟t that history now? 
 

[Sharp intake of breath from the group.] 
 

Muriel: Not really George, if you‟re interested in cataloguing retail history, there are many other 
societies that you can go to.  But we stop at 1956. 
 

[The group all mutter ‘1956’ under their breath like a mantra] 
George: Why? 
 

Muriel: Because that is what we do.  Now if there are no more questions let‟s … 
Lawrence: I‟ve got some photos as well.  I took some of the new Health and Social Care building. 
Managed to get a photo of each stage. 
 

Carol: I heard it‟s won an international award for architecture. 
 

Janet: I bet they haven‟t won an award for planning bus routes! 
 

Susan: It‟s going to be the landmark of the future, that and the new college development, it‟s just 
incredible. 
 

Lawrence: Should bring Brierley Hill up to the 21st century at last! 
 

Muriel: Lawrence, there‟s no need for that.  These new buildings aren‟t the essence of the Brierley 
Hill we all know and love.  Our job as a society is to preserve what has been, enjoy the pleasures 
of yesteryear! 
 

Maureen: That‟s all well and good Muriel, but it doesn‟t help the young mums when they need to 
change their babies‟ nappies, and there‟s no where to do it.  Or the pensioners who find it hard to 
get around and the bus routes seem to conspire against them! And what do we say to our 
children, when they ask us how we helped shape Brierley Hill. 
 

Muriel: With respect, that has nothing to do with us. 
 

Carol: That‟s an interesting point Maureen, I think it‟s very important to catalogue all the changes 
in our lifetime. 
 

Muriel: There are other societies that talk about modern history.  We on the other hand do not 
want to! 
 

Lawrence: That‟s your opinion Muriel. I think it‟s important to catalogue the changing face of 
Brierley Hill.  It‟s not all about history, Muriel, it might be refreshing to look at what‟s happening 
now, and maybe have a hand in changing the future of our town. 
 

Muriel: Really Lawrence, well, you‟ve never expressed this before! 
 

Lawrence: [Under his breath] I have tried to, but you wouldn‟t listen. 
 

Muriel: Let‟s open this up to the floor shall we.  Who else would like to look at modern history as 
well?  [All hands go up].  Right.  As we are making a significant deviation from the group‟s 
original plans, this will have to be taken to the committee first, and that will involve a special 
committee meeting, so we will have to hold onto this motion, until a meeting can be arranged. 
 

Lawrence: Forgive the interruption Muriel, but aren‟t all the committee here? 
 

Muriel: Yes. 
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Lawrence: Well couldn‟t we have a vote now?  After all, we don‟t want you holding onto your 
motions for too long, it might make you ill. 
 

Muriel: Well Lawrence, this is highly irregular, but yes.  Is anyone from the committee interested in 
looking at the modern face of Brierley Hill as well [Lawrence’s hand goes up] you need a 
seconder [another hand goes up Muriel is shocked] 
 

Muriel: Betty, I thought…. you‟ve always been such a loyal friend. 
 

Lawrence: Motion passed.  
Carol: Does that mean we can look at the past and the future? 
 

Janet: It‟s a good time to do that. 
 

Susan: We could think about what we want Brierley Hill to look like, rather than just what it used to 
look like. 
 

Maureen: Have a hand in changing the future, we could become part of the history of this town! 
 

Carol: We could look at what amenities are needed, like you said Maureen, baby changing 
facilities and things like that. 
 

Janet: Meeting places, not just takeaways. 
 

All apart from Muriel: Here! Here! 
 

Susan: Bus routes that are useful! And take us where we want to go! 
 

Maureen: Find a way to live side by side with Merry Hill and not just get swallowed up by it. 
 

[The group, apart from Muriel, applaud this comment] 
 

Carol: Find out what the people want to do, instead of telling them.  What do they want their town 
to look like, where do they want things to be located? 
 

Janet: Save the old buildings. 
 

Muriel: Thank goodness Janet, some sense at last! 
 

Susan: But make them functional. 
 

[Sharpe intake of breath from Muriel] 
 

Maureen: Make the town centre feel like a town centre, instead of Merry Hill‟s poor cousin! 
 

George: Give the town some pride! 
 

Muriel: What has any of this got to do with us? 

[...] 
 

George: Well as a lifelong citizen of Brierley Hill, I‟ve watched this place change from a small 
close knit community to a modern town.  I was born here, worked here, had my children here, and 
I will most likely die here, and do you know what, I‟ve loved every minute!  I‟m proud to say I‟ve 
been shaped by this place, the good bits and the bad, and one important lesson I have learnt is it‟s 
nice to look back and take stock of where we‟ve come from, but you can‟t hide behind nostalgia, 
it‟s all well and good being the caretakers of the past, but it‟s our job to be the forgers of the future.  
Why should we leave our town‟s future in the hands of people who have never lived here, we‟re 
more qualified than anyone to shape what‟s coming next, it‟s our birthright! 

The End  
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Also available in the Brierley Hillness series from 

www.brierleyhillnesstoolkit.wordpress.com 
 

 
Brierley Hillness Project Archive and Community Engagement Toolkit 
 
www.brierleyhillnesstoolkit.wordpress.com 

This site is for anyone with an interest in the social history and culture of Brierley Hill; past and 

present.  

It is also for local stakeholders, both public and professional, who are interested in what people 

have got to say about the town, and professionals working in regeneration, and across the cultural 

sector who are interested in learning from our project case study.  

 

My Brierley Hill (14 mins) 

A short film featuring interviews with people who live, work or shop in Brierley Hill. In the film they 

express the way they feel about the town today and make suggestions on how it could be 

improved; they share their aspirations for the town‟s future. This is a snapshot of local opinion in 

2011. 

 

Brierley Hillness: Approaches to Community Engagement and Lessons Learnt 

This is a downloadable written toolkit based on the project case study which is aimed at 

professionals working in regeneration or town planning. It outlines the different approaches we 

used to engage with people during the project, with a focus on arts and heritage.  

 

One Boy. One Town. One Big Idea! (1 hour) 

A Dudley Performing Arts dance and drama production featuring children from four local primary 

schools and Buzz Youth Theatre. Featuring real life stories of local residents, this charming 

production looks back on Brierley Hill‟s past and celebrates its modern changes. This is a 

recording of the live performance at the Brierley Hill Civic Hall in February 2011. 

 

http://www.brierleyhillnesstoolkit.wordpress.com/
http://www.brierleyhillnesstoolkit.wordpress.com/

