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I REMEMBER Stretton seventy seven years ago, when cobble stones were 

on the roadways and grass grew between the stones. There were many 

outstanding characters living in the village at that time. I will begin with the 

houses and dwellings, and go on to the inhabitants and other matters later. 

 

The Vicarage and Walls Pit House were the only dwellings with indoor 

sanitation. Most of the water - in fact, all the water supplies were from wells 

and water butts. In the village surrounding the church, the cottages were 

mostly thatched, and a village pump, in what is now Mr Brown's garden, 

supplied them and the Post Office. Mr Brown has a well-stocked 

newspaper, etc., shop. 

 

The Post Office -was administered by Mr and Mrs John Bennett and their 

family. Its roof was thatched, and the building extended, long and narrow, 

where now Mr Mounfield's house is situated. Baking of bread was done 

there for the whole village, and very good it was. Mr Bennett was a 

carpenter, and worked for Mr Fairhurst at the Birch Tree, who was a 

builder, and built quite a number of farms and houses, including Viewfield, 

my home. 

 

The "Cat and Lion" Inn was an old coaching house built round three sides 

of its yard. On the left-hand side, facing the doorway, were cottages; on the 

right, the stables. The innkeepers were Mr and Mrs Hindley. 

 

Road Side Farm is just as it was, and is now occupied by Mr E. 

Brocklehurst, a son of the late tenant I first remember. 

 

Near the Post Office was a thorn tree, since demolished. Beneath it stood 

the stocks, also demolished, the last stump having been used on the 

weighing-machine to steady the vehicles bringing loads of farm produce, 

etc., to be weighed. The machine is still in use. 

 

 The schools, formerly maintained by the Church, and built in Archdeacon 

Greenall's time, are a great feature of the village. Mr Walton was the first 



schoolmaster. My grandfather, Canon Whitley, Rector of Wargrave, was 

rather noted for his very good young teachers in his church schools, and 

when Mr Walton retired, the incumbent, Archdeacon Greenall, who was a 

great friend of my grandfather - they were at Cambridge together - enquired 

if Grandfather could supply a suitable head master for Stretton schools. So 

Mr J. Ellison, one of the teachers from Wargrave C.E. schools, was 

appointed. During Mr Ellison's headship, the schools flourished. The 

children were famed for their perfect manners and general deportment. 

Christian religion was well taught, and, from those scholars, some very 

interesting and clever personalities arose. Most have done very well in life. 

 

Now I must tell you what Sunday was like at Stretton. The peace of Sunday 

was remarkable. Hardly a vehicle went through unless it was an odd horse 

and trap with people who were going visiting, and the farm milk carts in the 

afternoon. 

 

The church was always well filled, and nearly every farm and house was 

represented. I can remember all the different families coming into church: 

fathers and mothers and children. The lovely sight of the entrance of the 

Squire and his lady and all their attendants always excited me. The 

coachmen came in last of the servants - having "put up" the horses and 

carriage in the Appleton Hall stables near the church. The stables were 

given to ex-servicemen, and converted, by Colonel Lyon, and are now 

known as the Church Hall. 

 

A great figure in church, though small in stature, was "Old Horrabin" the 

Verger. He possessed a great personality. Clad in the Verger's coat, with red 

collar - which still exists, but is not worn - he would lead out those who 

behaved badly and talked in church. Nevertheless, he was beloved in 

Stretton. Often, one saw him seated on the vinegar barrel inside the shop, 

having a gossip. He knew everything and, everybody. Just before he died, 

my father thought that, his having such a knowledge of the churchyard - he 

was sexton as well as verger and dug nearly all the graves himself - it would 

be prudent to make a plan of the graves, stating which were full, the names, 

and so on. The plan is now in the vestry, and has been revised. 

 

The peace of Sunday in Stretton is a lovely memory, compared with today 

when there is a dangerous cross-road at the entrance to the village and 

continuous traffic of cars. 



 

There were some very striking personalities living about there. At Summit 

House dwelt Mr John Darbyshire, an ardent Quaker. One Sunday, he was 

standing near his home, having returned from "Meeting" at Frandley, when 

a gypsy caravan passed. Mr Darbyshire asked: "And what church are you 

going to?" To which, with a twinkle in his eye, the gypsy replied: 

"Whitchurch, sir." 

 

In Lower Stretton were some cottages: two rows facing each other, and very 

derelict. They were condemned, and demolished. In those cottages lodged a 

number of Irish labourers, and often, there would be a riot among them, and 

stones would be hurled about. The noise on a still, summer evening could 

be heard a long way off, and sounded very weird. 

 

To return to the church. There is a footpath beside the churchyard called the 

Dog Fields. How this name originated, I do not know. But I myself think it 

was a name corrupted from the Latin. The Roman road came through this 

path, and went into the Northwich Road. In the Dog Fields, so called, are 

several large, flat sandstones, which, I feel sure, were part of the Roman 

paving of the original Roman road. 

 

As one emerges into the Warrington Road, there is a private road up to 

Appleton Hall, commonly known as Pewter Spear. Now, we know that a 

spear of pewter would not be useful in any way. It would be too soft. My 

own explanation of the name is this: several Cheshire squires fought in the 

Battle of Poitiers, and I believe that someone must have brought back a 

native from there, or a person named Pierre, and that the name has been 

corrupted from "Poitiers Pierre". I am glad to see that the sign "Pewter 

Spear", put up by the County Council, has been removed! 

 

Stretton Hall is an Elizabethan building, the front of which is very beautiful. 

The back part was badly altered, and does not harmonise at all with the 

lovely front portion. The house was originally the seat of the Starkey 

family, one member of which lies buried in the Quaker burial ground at 

Whitley, in Sandy Lane, near the Council Schools. 

 

I well remember, in my childhood, dear old Mrs Smith, the wife of Mr 

Joseph Smith, owner of Stretton Hall, a great character and personality. Tall 

and straight in build, with a handsome face and cheery manner - except 



when roused! - he farmed well, and his wife was a famous cheese maker. I 

well remember this frail lady's carrying great cheeses up to the cheese room 

over the great dairy. Sometimes, there were over sixty immense ones 

maturing there ready for Chester Cheese Fair. They were taken to Chester 

on a farm lorry. 

 

On May the twelfth, my birthday, Mr Smith generally brought me a present 

of about three pounds of green fade cheese, as it was then called. In those 

childhood days, I did not like cheese. But of course I thanked the dear old 

man profusely. I was very fond of him. He always called me "Miss Maisle", 

and he called my sister "Miss Pensee". (Her name is Penelope.) Oh, that 

cheese! The thought of it now! My sister and I were often invited over to 

Stretton Hall dairy to eat curds and whey, given a basin of sugar, spoons 

and plates, and told to help ourselves from great vats with creamy curds. 

 

When the new potatoes were ready for "getting", there was a great 

performance of washing them in Walls Pit. The Irish labourers stood in the 

pond, each with a hamper of potatoes, and washed them up and down to 

free them from soil. Old Mr Smith stood scolding and shouting to them to 

"get on with it quickly", so that the hampers could be taken down to London 

Bridge to the boats for the Manchester Potato Market. The noise and 

excitement were terrific. In an agony of apprehension that the potatoes 

would not be in time for the boat, Mr Smith would shout: "Go and put old 

Charlie (the horse) into the shafts, and take them all (the workers) to the 

Workhouse!" His bark was worse than his bite, and he did not mean to be 

harsh. When he died, an interesting article was published in one of the 

newspapers. Below is a copy of it. 

 

DEATH OF MR JOSEPH SMITH, OF STRETTON HALL 

 

In the early hours of Sunday the death took place of Mr Joseph Smith, of 

Stretton Hall. For several months past he had been in failing health, 

suffering great pain from a severe form of internal disease, to which his 

otherwise strong constitution at last gave way, in spite of the care of his 

medical attendant, Mr Charles White, of Warrington. Notwithstanding his 

great sufferings Mr Smith never murmured, and his great wish to save 

trouble to those about him was most marked, fully bearing out his 

observation in taking leave of two of his young neighbours, "I must endure 

to the end." The funeral took place at three o'clock on Thursday, at Stretton 



Church, and in accordance with the wishes of the deceased, there were no 

flowers. Born in 1822 at Antrobus, Mr Smith was entirely a self-made man, 

and by his energy and industry, in spite of difficulties, he made his way. 

Education in those days was hard to get, and the only schooling Mr Smith 

obtained was at Whitehead's at Antrobus, and that only for a short time. In 

youth a white swelling in the knee left a stiffened leg, which severely 

handicapped one dependent on his own exertions for success. Determined to 

do something for himself, Mr Smith saw an opening in getting sods on 

Whitley Reed (then an uninclosed waste) near his home, and selling them to 

farmers to cover their potatoes. Doing well at this, he next began to deal in 

potatoes, and then to buy potatoes in the ground, get them up and take them 

by boat to Shudehill Market, Manchester, where his well-known face was to 

be seen over a long series of years. Mr Smith's first tenancy of a farm was 

that now occupied by Mr F. Walmsley as a builder's yard near "The Birch 

and Bottle" at Whitley, and when he left this he was succeeded by the late 

Mr Robert Fairhurst, who established his builder's business there. Leaving 

this Mr Smith took Stretton House on the late Mr Cragg giving it up, and 

became a tenant under the late Mr Benjamin Pierpoint, the father of the 

present member for Warrington. Here Mr Smith kept large numbers of pigs 

and set up a small stationary engine to grind his own provender, and finding 

it remunerative he started as a "swaller" and supplied his neighbours with 

what they wanted. About this time threshing by hand began to die out, and 

Mr Smith seized the opportunity to start a movable threshing machine 

worked by horses, which soon led him on to a portable engine and threshing 

machine, by which he was enabled to do a profitable business. Stretton Hall 

Farm becoming vacant, Mr Smith took it under the same landlord, giving up 

Stretton House. This was at the time of the Cattle Plague, but with his 

wonted energy Mr Smith at once went to Wales and bought sheep. About 

the year 1871 Mr Smith bought "Rooley Moors" Farm, Stretton, his first 

purchase of land, from Mr Holbrook Gaskell. His next purchase was the 

Tan Yard Farm, Stretton, in the year 1882, from the late Mr James Whitlow, 

of Garland Hall, Crowley, and in 1884 Stretton Hall coming into the market 

he bought it from Mr Robert Pierpoint. Mr Smith married in 1853 a 

daughter of the late Mr Ellis Jones, of Antrobus, and leaves two sons and 

two daughters to mourn his loss, one being the wife of Mr Jacob Sankey, of 

Warrington; two children died young. The deceased served as guardian for 

seven years, and he had been assistant overseer for Stretton and parish 

constable, and was vice-chairman of the Stretton Parish Council. Endowed 

with a genial manner and good judgement, he was often called in to settle 



disputes and arrange valuations for farm produce and improvements, and 

though very determined in his own opinion, and somewhat hasty, he was, as 

one who knew him well said, "A capital man to have a row with, for he so 

soon forgot all about it, and was the same as ever." 

 

In Smith's Lane - leading up from Walls Pit to Stretton Hall is an ancient 

elm tree. It must be hundreds of years old. Its trunk is quite hollow. It is still 

alive, and I do hope it will never be felled
*
. It is such a landmark, and does 

not seem dangerous. But scouts and picnickers light fires inside it, and it 

looks as if the tree were on fire! 

 

Writing of trees, hardly anyone in Stretton will remember the woods 

opposite to Walls Pit House. They extended right up the slopes around the 

ponds, of which there were two. The one remaining pond was joined to 

another, now filled in, by a narrow channel of water, and was very dark and 

overshadowed. Mr Smith decided to fell the trees - much to my father's 

sorrow ---Land only the existing oak was left. 

 

A picture of the woods as they used to be is in my sister's possession, and 

on a bank, fishing may be seen myself and my father. The photograph was 

taken by the late Mr Thompson, of the Sankey Sugar Works, Earlestown. 

 

The part where the second pond was, is today cultivated, and is owned by 

Mr Blackshaw, now one of the largest landowners in Stretton. 

 

The present Walls Pit House was built by a Mr Walls, who sold "puddling 

clay", so called because, having peculiar properties, it was used for wells 

sunk for the principal and only water supply. At one end, the pond, or pit, is 

very deep, owing to the amount of clay extracted for that purpose. 

 

My people bought Walls Pit House from this Mr Walls many years ago, 

and, as they did not want the land attached, they built Brookside Farm 

House - now tenanted by Mr Billington - to serve as a farmstead for it, and 

let it to a tenant. The saying that no one will ever die in that house has so far 

stood. Mr Billington's four children are the first to be born there. My great-

great uncle, Dr George Whitley, built the farmhouse and the buildings in 

1851 

                                                           
*
 The elm tree was felled 1954. 



 

I have nearly come to the end of my memories. But I must say that it is a 

pleasure to me to record them. I have loved the people of Stretton. They are 

so warm-hearted and kind. 

 

When I travel about, showing my dogs - which, by the way, are Sussex 

spaniels, and famous - I take them down south, and they invariably bring 

back honours to the north. My home-bred champion, Agrivista Beta, was 

killed in 1941. His grave is in the garden, with a tablet of Sussex oak, 

bearing his name and age. 

 

I am nearly seventy-nine and I can look back clearly to my second birthday. 

 

But I must not get too personal. For this is really a humble recording of my 

memories of Stretton. 
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