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The History of Brewing in West Bromwich 

and the most successful brewer Darby’s  

by Carol Hartill and Mark Barrett 
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Friends of Dartmouth Park 
Patron: William 10th Earl of Dartmouth 

 

This is the story of one of the many successful  
industries that have disappeared from  

West Bromwich over the years.   
 

By 1900 there were several brewers in the town, but 
eventually Darby’s, having bought out most of the 

other brewers,  became the most successful.   
They had over 100 pubs and several stand alone  

off-licences.  Darby’s built some very  
impressive pubs in the early 1940s that are still  

trading today under different ownerships.  
  

A ghost sign featuring ‘Darby’s Ales’ had  been part 
of Lombard Street West for around 80 years.   

This tangible evidence of Darby’s Brewery was 
about to disappear when part of the Street was  

demolished.  At the 11th hour the sign was saved by 
the Friends of Dartmouth Park. It is now situated on 

the perimeter wall of the Park close to the main  
entrance, together with an interpretation board. 

INTRODUCTION 
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The original Bush Inn on the corner of Claypit Lane and Wood Lane, West Bromwich.   
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Section 1 

History of the growth of  

West Bromwich during the 

Industrial Revolution 
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West Bromwich, since its mention in 
the Domesday Book, had remained 
agricultural and sparsely populated. 
The first evidence of local metal  
manufacture serving  more than the 
local market comes from the early 
years of the 16th century when John 
Repton of West Bromwich was  
supplying buckles, rings, and bridle 
bits to the Crown.   By the end of the 
century nailing was probably the 
most widely practised of the West 
Bromwich iron trades.  

At that time West Bromwich’s main 
centre was Lyndon, and there were  
small hamlets scattered mainly on 
the north side of the heath. These 
settlements partly surrounded the 
barren heath land  that gave West 
Bromwich its name. It covered about 
400 acres where the local people 
grazed their animals.  The road from 
Birmingham crossed the heath and in 
1727 the road became a turnpike.  

The hand-wrought nail trade reached 
its greatest prosperity in the late18th 
century, and by 1775 West Bromwich 
was one of the principal nail-
manufacturing parishes in the Black 
Country. The trade was controlled by 
the 'nail ironmongers', merchant  
employers who gave out work to the 
nailers. In 1775 the nail ironmongers 
in West Bromwich were Turton & Co., 
Richard Jesson, and William Brett.  
Turton & Co. used 450 tons of iron a 
year in nail-making; only three other 
Black Country firms operated on a 
larger scale. Jesson and Brett used 
350 tons and 260 tons a year respec-
tively and both were operating on a  
larger scale than the average Black 
Country firms. The three firms were 
probably employing between 1,200 
and 1,300 nailers. Arthur Young, 
travelling from Birmingham through 
West Bromwich in 1776, found the 
road 'one continued village of  
nailers for five or six miles’.  

 

  Typical Nail makers’ home and workshop                                    

 
If you’ve read ‘A Capful o’ Nails’ by West Bromwich born author, David Christie Murray, it brings to life 
what it must have been like for these nailers. In the book the nail makers are cheated by the middlemen 
who sell them iron rods ‘dear’ and buy their finished nails cheap. These workers were trapped in grinding 
poverty. 

An early map of West Bromwich showing the Heath and some of the 

hamlets making up West Bromwich. 
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Life was very tough for the poor. They lived in 
overcrowded poorly built properties without 
fresh water or sanitation. The poor were very 
poor and the rich were very comfortable in this 
new age of industry.  

Hand wrought nail making took a tumble  
during the early 1800s due to poor harvests, 
the war with France, and because machines 
could now make larger quantities of nails more 
quickly and more cheaply. The poor nail  
makers’ plight became desperate. 

The ladies of the Parish of West Bromwich 
raised money to buy wheat, have it ground and 
employ a woman to bake it into 3lb loaves 
which they distributed weekly to around 220 
people in distress.  At this time the Earl of Dart-
mouth would leave his fields open for the poor 
to take what they needed. 

Although the nail trade was in trouble, the  
area was making its mark because of the coal 
mines and the production of iron.  West  
Bromwich produced gun barrels, locks, pistols, 
and became particularly famous for springs. 
 
However, the town was sadly lacking in  
amenities for the ever expanding population 
arriving from the country to work in the  
foundries, mines and brickworks.  There were 
some churches and chapels but these were the 
only public buildings in the Parish. There were 
no proper public buildings for conducting the 
municipal and social life of the town; the  
streets were poorly lit and unpaved. The  
present system of governing was not sufficient 
for the rise in population and the fact that West 
Bromwich was now a town. 

The heath had become enclosed with the 1801 
Inclosure Act, and soon houses and streets 
were appearing moving the centre of the town 
away from Old Church and Lyndon.  However, 
the houses were of poor construction with 
mainly only one room, at most two rooms, and 
it was reported that outside the doors of these  
dwellings ran open drains full of animal and 
vegetable refuse, which decomposed in dis-
eased streams and ended up in stagnant 
pools, 

Up to 1854, West Bromwich was governed by 
the Parish Vestry, and latterly the Surveyors of 
Highways who qualified if they owned land  
valued at £10 annually or owned property  
valued at £100.  

On the previous map most of the settlements were on the 
north side of the heath, but on this 1775 map communities 
have built up close to the new canal system.   Ironmasters, 

brick yard owners and holloware manufacturers needed their 
premises close to this new transport system.   

George Frederick Munz, MP for Birmingham, who at a  

vestry meeting in 1853 moved:  

“That it would be of great public 

advantage to the parish of West 

Bromwich if it were sufficiently 

paved, drained, lighted, 

cleaned and otherwise  

improved, and a Local Board of 

Health established therein; and  

whereas the said purpose can-

not be effected without the  

authority of Parliament, it is 

therefore the opinion of this 

meeting that the necessary 

steps should be immediately taken for obtaining a  

Local Act for the parish of West Bromwich in the  

ensuing session of Parliament”.  

At the time George Munz lived at Sandwell Hall, rent-
ing it from the Dartmouths when the 4th Earl went to 
live with his son at Patsull Hall, near Wolverhampton. 

George Frederick Munz 
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A committee was appointed consisting of over  
forty of the towns inhabitants, among them 
George Munz MP,  three Reverends, industrialists 
Thomas Jesson, Henry Dawes, Thomas Davies, 
William Salter, John Chance, Charles Bagnall, 
etc.  The outcome of this was the obtaining of the 
West Bromwich Improvement Act of 1854 which 
incorporated the Improvement  Commissioners 
and conferred powers upon them for the better 
paving, draining, lighting and cleaning, and other-
wise improving the parish.  Also for constructing 
cemeteries and maintaining and regulating  
markets. 

Further powers were conferred by an Amendment 
Act in 1855, and another Amendment Act again in 
1865.  Thirteen members were to be elected, and 
three others to be appointed by the Staffordshire 
Quarter Sessions. The criteria for becoming a 
commissioner was that they must reside within 
seven miles of Christ Church which was consid-
ered to be the centre of the new urban district,  
instead of the ‘Old’ Church. Also they were given 
voting rights in line with their wealth and property.  

Reuben Farley was a 
Commissioner for about 
20 years and the Chair-
man from 1874 to the end 
of its existence . 

The town was now  
being recognized as the 
seat of the holloware  
industry to which were 
added chemical works, 
brick works, spring  
balances, safe and tube 
factories, many large iron-works and coal mining. 
This industrial progress took place following the 
appointment of the Improvement Commissioners, 
and the improvements in the town’s amenities 
made similar progress. 

The Board of 16 Commissioners was organized 
into seven committees.  Most of the members 
served on several committees.  These committees 
where responsible for (1) Highways, (2) Sanita-
tion, (3) Markets and Baths, (4) Cemetery,  
(5) Gas, (6) Finance, and (7) General Purposes.  
They then added a Free Library committee. 

The Highways Committee was deemed most  
important and sixty miles of roads within the 
boundary of West Bromwich were deemed  
repairable by the Parish, plus five miles of road 
were deemed main roads and repairable by the 
County.   

Seven miles of paving was laid and it had been  
decided that a tramway would be introduced which 
would require five miles of double lines being laid 
along the highway.  

The Sanitation Committee which took direct care of 
public health came next. Its most important develop-
ment was perhaps resolved in 1878 when a public 
park was provided as the lungs of the town.  The 
park was leased to the town for a period of 99 years 
at a nominal rent, by the Earl of Dartmouth, and was 
named Dartmouth Park.  The freehold of the Park 
was given to the town by the Earl in 1919. 

This, however, didn’t solve the problems of night soil 
removal, the abundance of infectious diseases, the 
death rate and drainage.  Below is an advertisement 
for “Night Soil Collection” from 1854. 

With regard to the drainage problem the Commis-
sioners commenced a sewerage scheme of deep 
drainage and purchased 282 acres in Friar Park for 
a sewage farm. 
 
The Cemetery Committee had to undertake provid-
ing a new cemetery because of the overcrowding in 
the church burial grounds and they purchased 16 
acres at a cost of £6,400 not far from the old parish 
church burial ground. They built the Lodge and  
entrance gates on Heath Lane. 
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The Market and Baths Committee set about build-
ing a Public Baths for both sexes.  This was  
another step towards solving the public health 
problems.  
 
The Baths were a great success, but the Market 
Hall which was built next to the new Town Hall 
and Public Library did not prove popular.   
Although it had every modern convenience with 
62 stalls, 12 shops and space for an open market 
with pig pens and sheep pens provided, it was 
stranded away for the bustling centre of the town. 

Public Baths—Photo by kind permission of  

Terry Price BEM 

The General Purposes Committee, amongst other 
things, was responsible for providing the Public 
Buildings. The Town Hall was opened in 1875, and 
was presented with an organ by Alexander  
Brogden, at that time MP for Wednesbury.  
 
The Free Library Committee had already provided a 
Library, and when it opened it had 10,000 books in 
the lending library and 2,000 books in the Refer-
ence Department.  The purchasing of the books 
was financed by a voluntary fund of £1,500. 
 
However, this proved to be inadequate and when 
the Market Hall was demolished it was decided to 
provide a new library and the old library was  
incorporated into the Town Hall. A new library was 
built on the site of the Market Hall. This was  
possible with financial support from Andrew  
Carnegie, whose philanthropy helped many  
communities to have their own library.  

The Gas Committee had to go to Parliament to  
secure West Bromwich’s own gas supply.  The 
Swan Village Gas Works, which was the largest in 
the country, was owned by the Corporation of  
Birmingham and it supplied gas to West Bromwich, 
Handsworth, Wednesbury, Darlaston, Bilston,  
Tipton and Oldbury.  The Committee had to spend 
over £70,000 to be allowed to set up its own Gas 
Works and then £70,000 to build the new Gas 
Works at Albion.  Birmingham retained the Swan 
Village Gas Works to supply Wednesbury and other 
districts. 

The Finance Committee was responsible for finding 
the money to allow the other Committees to carry 
out their work.  This was done through the town’s 
ratepayers, and at one point rates had risen to 
three shillings in the pound, but with the revenue 
from the new gas undertaking this came down to 
two shillings and 8 pence. 

The Commissioners had brought about huge  
progress and a considerable rise in standards of 
public life.  

 

Despite all the improvements happening in the 
town the life of the poor didn’t significantly improve. 

The population was increasing rapidly.  At the first 
National Census in 1801 the population of West 
Bromwich was 5,687 and by 1881 it had risen to 
56,300. 

This meant housing was still very poor and in short 
supply. Poverty was everywhere and the  
workhouse was full.   

Market Hall                Library          Town Hall 

Part of OS Map which shows the size of 

the original library 
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A new workhouse was built in Hallam Street 
which had its own infirmary.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Around 1870 the children of the poor up to four 
years old were allowed to remain in the work-
house and the older children would be farmed out 
wherever accommodation could be found.   

It was decided by the West Bromwich Union and 
the Walsall Union to form a school district.  Both  
Unions contributed to the building of Wigmore 
Schools which were situated conveniently for both 
parties.  The boys were under the control of a  
superintendent and the girls a matron.  Boys  
were taught tailoring, shoemaking, baking and 
gardening and the girls assisted with domestic 
duties, including the laundry.  At the age of four-
teen the boys were apprenticed and the girls were 
sent out into domestic service.   

Wigmore Schools 

A new hospital was 
built in the town 
which was called 
West Bromwich 
District Hospital.  
The foundation 
stone was laid by 
the Countess of 
Dartmouth in 1869.  
Right is the original 
stone erected to 
mark the occasion 
which is outside the 
new Edward Street  
Hospital. 

With the many improvements to the life of the  
people of West Bromwich, provided by the  
Improvement Commissioners, and public spirit 
high, in 1882 it was decided to present a petition to 
the Privy Council for the incorporation of the parish 
as a municipal borough.  The Privy Council agreed 
following a successful official enquiry at the Town 
Hall.  This meant West Bromwich could have its 
own Mayor and Corporation and could ask for its 
own MP.   

It also meant that the County Court was moved 
from Oldbury to West Bromwich. 

The Town Council was constituted and consisted of 
the Mayor, six Aldermen, 18 Councillors, and a 
Town Clerk was appointed. The first Mayor of West 
Bromwich was Reuben Farley. 

In 1890 West Bromwich was given the status of a 
County Borough. 

West Bromwich had certainly come a long way  
during the Industrial Revolution, but the workers 
arriving from the country to work in the various  
industries were still poorly housed. They lived in 
one or two rooms, had large families and there was 
no chance of the head of the house coming home 
after a hard day’s work to a quiet comfortable 
hearth.   

This meant that some of the workers spent much 
time in the numerous ale houses in the town 
spending their hard earned wages and their  
families suffered. 

By the outbreak of World War I in 1914, many of 
the older houses built to house workers during the 
Industrial Revolution were becoming unfit for  
human habitation. Sanitation was inadequate,  
decay was rife, and the homes were becoming a 
danger to the health and safety of their inhabitants.  

After the end of the war, the local council started 
building new homes to rehouse people from the 
rundown town centre. However, there were still 
many old buildings around the centre of West 
Bromwich. 

 

 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Industrial_Revolution
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The first Council housing in West Bromwich was 
built in 1920 on the Tantany Estate to the north of 
the town centre. Within 20 years, several thousand 
council houses had been built by West Bromwich 
County Borough Council. The largest developments 
were mostly in the north of the town, including the 
Charlemont  Estate around Walsall Road, and the 
Friar Park Estate near the border with Wednesbury. 
 
Despite all the progress made by the Council, life 
was still very difficult for some inhabitants 

 

 

 

The photograph above was Grice Street, but 
Priestley called it Rusty Lane in his book. 
His second day in the Black Country took him to 
West Bromwich and he writes: 
 
“I lunched in one of the smaller towns with a man 
in the metal trade.  There were several Black 
Country business men there, large hearty fellows, 
sturdy eaters and drinkers.  There had been a 
sudden flurry of business in the metal trade, and 
my friend was going  back to his office and ware-
house in West Bromwich after lunch. I went with 
him, and on the way was shown, among other 
things, the last dairy farm in the district.  It stood 
there surrounded for miles by grim paraphernalia 
of industrialism; I had only a glimpse of it, a  
solitary surviving farmhouse in the wet fog, with a 
few ghostly fields on either side.  My friend’s 
warehouse  was in—shall we say? - ‘Rusty Lane’, 
West Bromwich.  He keeps sheets of steel there, 
and no doubt any place is good enough to keep 
sheets of steel in; but I do not think I could let 
even a sheet of steel stay long in Rusty Lane.  I 
have never seen such a picture of grimy desola-
tion as that street offered me.  If you put it, brick 
by brick into a novel, people would not accept it, 
would condemn you as a caricaturist and talk 
about Dickens.   

In 1934 writer J B Priestley visited West Bromwich 
and in his book ’English Journey’ gave a very  
desolate description of part of the town. 

The whole neighbourhood is mean and squalid, but 
this particular street seemed the worst of all. It 
would not matter very much—though it would  
matter– if only metal were kept there; but it  
happens that people live there, children are born 
there and grow up there. I saw some of them.  I 
was being shown one of the warehouses, where 
steel plates were stacked in the chill gloom and we 
heard a bang and rattle on the roof.  The boys, it 
seems, were throwing stones again.  They were  
always throwing stones on that roof.  We went out 
to find them, but only found three frightened little 
girls, who looked at us with round eyes in wet 
smudgy faces.  No, they hadn’t done it, the boys 
had done it, and the boys had just run away.  
Where they could run to I cannot imagine.  They 
need not have run away from me, because I could 
not blame them if they threw stones and stones 
and stones and smashed every pane of glass for 
miles.  Nobody can blame them if they grow up to 
smash everything that can be smashed.  There 
ought to be no more of those lunches and dinners, 
at which political and financial and industrial gentle-
men congratulate one another, until something is 
done about Rusty Lane, West Bromwich. While 
they still exist in their present foul shape it is idle to 
congratulate ourselves about anything.  They make 
the whole pomp of government here a miserable 
farce.  The Crown, Lords and Commons are the 
Crown, Lords and Commons of Rusty Lane, West 
Bromwich.  In the heart of the great empire on 
which the sun never sets, in the land of hope a  
glory, Mother of the Free, is Rusty Lane, West 
Bromwich.  What do they know of England who  
only England know?  The answer must be Rusty 
Lane, West Bromwich.  And if there is another  
economic conference, let it meet there, in one of 
the warehouses, and be fed with bread and  
margarine and slabs of brawn.  The delegates 
have seen one England, Mayfair in the season.  
Let them see another England next time.  West 
Bromwich out of season.  Out of season except the 
winter of discontent.” 

At the end of the book he does comment:  

“I would rather spend a holiday in Tuscany than the 
Black Country, but if I was compelled to choose  
between living in West Bromwich or Florence, I 
would make straight for West Bromwich.” 

The area around Grice Street is now entirely  
industrial.  No families live there. Much social  
housing was built to rehouse the families who are 
described by Priestley.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Council_housing
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In spite of all the negativity about West Bromwich mentioned previously, it is encouraging to find this item 

in one of the West Bromwich Handbooks from the 1920s.   We are so lucky to have retained the ‘open 

country’ referred to, which is well maintained and well used by young and old alike 


