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A BRIEF HISTORY OF ACTON FROM ONE MILLENNIUM TO AN OTHER

The beginnings of Acton are lost in the mists of time — it being a very small hamiet developed
in a secluded area between its larger neighbours Whitmore and Butterton, nestling in
picturesque countryside one mile to the north east of Whitmore and four miles south west of
the nearest town of Newcastle under Lyme. Acton edges on to Swinnerton Old Park Forest and
is actually in the parish of Swinnerton, a tongue of which reaches as far as Clayton.

There are signs of Neolithic, Bronze Age and Iron Age inhabitation in the surrounding areas
and also evidence of Roman occupation, with one or two military installations nearby. It is
thought that Christianity began to be practised in the later part of the Roman occupation.

During the 6™ century AD Anglo Saxons settled in this wooded area with its abundance of oak
trees and it is from this development that the name of the village of Acton is derived. The
Saxon word “AC” — meaning oak and “TUN” — a small group of farms or dwellings. Hence the
name we now have today. There was known to have been a Saxon settlement here at the time
of the Norman Conquest in 1066.

Early on the principal landowners in this area appear to have been William de Bromley and the
Swynnerton family, along with the Mainwaring family of Whitmore. Records show that in
1243 an early member of the Mainwaring family - Allan de Whitmore had a grant of lands in
Acton near Whitmore in “franc marriage” with Margery, daughter of Thomas de Acton. In the
fourteenth century around 1335 during the reign of Edward 1T Acton is mentioned along with
Butterton and Whitmore in deeds relating to lands and tenements in the borough of Newcastle.
By the fifteenth century the Swynnerton family was a large landowner in Acton though they
lived outside the “township” at Ridge Hill in the parish of Keele.

In 1659 Acton Farm and the lands and estates in Acton in the parish of Swynnerton belonging
to William Fitzherbert, his son and heir Basil Fitzherbert and others were purchased for £3050
by Edward Mainwaring and his wife Anne. Edward died in 1675 and according to his will -
proved at Lichfield on 24" July 1675 he bequeathed to his “dear wife Anne” certain tenements
at Acton in trust that she should maintain their youngest son Thomas in such meat, drink and
clothes as she should think fit and grant to him an annuity of £40 out of the said lands for his
life. This land in Acton was held by Anne Mainwaring, the annual rental being £142-11s-4d
until her death, which occurred in 1694. In 1674 Edward Mainwaring the son and heir settled
at Whitmore and in 1676 he paid £4 to widow Hawkins of Acton, a year’s interest on £100

- due Midsummer. This transaction indicates that he acted as a type of banker. In 1698 a
“messuage” with two cottages in Acton was bought from John Hawkins, gentleman of
Middlewich for £540.00, “together with certain closes of land called the two Backsides, the
Lime Crofts, the Great and Little Hyron, the Seven Butts, the Hurst Land, the Hole, the Shutts
and several pieces of land belonging to the said messuage”.

In 1702 Edward Mainwaring also purchased from William Barnes and Sarah his wife, his son
Thomas and their mortgage for £320 a messuage occupied by the said William Barnes and a
cottage occupied by Thomas Mare — both in Acton. (Messuage — the dictionary describes it as
a dwelling with offices and adjoining land.) When the aforementioned Edward died in 1703
all his land includin% that in Acton was left to his son also named Edward. In a marriage
settlement dated 15™ March 1708 concerning this Edward Mainwaring and Jemima Pye
properties in Acton acquired from John Hawkins and William Barnes are mentioned and also
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cottages occupied by families of names of Beardmore, Bell, Palmer, Chatterley, Dawson,
Holland, Muckhall, Swynnerton, Lee, Hammond and Thomkin. In 1788 the Whitmore and
Acton estates were resettled on all the then living male descendants. In 1796 yet an other
Edward Mainwaring, bought the common 1and known as Brown Heath in Acton from the other
freeholders.

Parties or families involved in land transactions from 1747 to 1832 include Stanway, Austin,
Eardley, Swynnerton and Hassall. In 1832 Thomas Stanway sold to Ralph Sneyd of Keele
Hall Tand known as Bromley Field and Longcroft with dwelling houses and outbuildings. In
1877 various fields in Acton were owned by the Reverend Walter Sneyd also from Keele Halt.

The census of 1841 shows about 167 people and children registered as inhabitants of Acton.
Families by the name of Bennett, Pickford, Shaw, Boote and one Samson Fairbanks who
appears to have been a butcher.

Most families bad 5 or 6 children, producing them at fairly regular two yearly intervals. It
would seem that most occupations were as agricultural labourers or farmers. James Goodall
aged 35 is mentioned as a wheelwright. There are brickmakers listed who more than likely
worked at the brickworks at Shutlane Head. The later Post Office Directory for Acton dated
1868 names the following people and their occupations:

William Chester, farmer, Acton Farm. Samuel Myatt, farmer.
Timothy Clewlow, farmer. Philip Silvester, farmer.
Richard Fairbanks, farmer. William Skerratt, shoemaker.

James Goodall, wheelwright.

Acton has always been an agricultural community and is approached from Newcastle up the
pretty hill named the “Hayled “with Acton Hall Farm at the top. This is one of the two
remaining working farms in the village and is over two hundred years old and it may even have
been the site of the old Acton Hall. In 1948 Mr. Doug Atkin took on the farm and has lived in
it with his family since. His late wife Jean was a member of the Downs family her father
having been born at New House Farm, Acton. He could recall the earthquake which shook the
area and the farm buildings in 1915 - a frightening experience.

The lane leads on below the farm where several pretty old cottages used to stand. Judging by
the photos one was an attractive black and white building, which could have dated back to the
sixteenth or seventeenth century. The two Springfield Cottages and the house Janston (which
was built in the 1970s) are now in this area. Between the Springfield Cottages and the house
named Ladycroft, was a pathway leading to the natura!l spring, where in times gone by
inhabitants would walk to fetch their supply of water in buckets. At this time some people
would occasionally ride in their dogcarts down Wood Lane to Welldale Cottage “to drink the
water”, which was said to be beneficial! The borough of Newcastle refused to pipe water {0
Acton, but in 1932 Mr. Rafe Cavanagh Mainwaring organised for a piped water supply to be
laid on — after the discovery of a dead cat in the water source!

The above mentioned pathway led on across the fields passing Acton Hill Farm — which was
built for the Mainwaring Estate in 1854 - and is said to be the route taken to go to church at
Swinnerton and also for funeral processions — thereby being a “Funeral Route™ and thus
making it a right of way.
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The Methodist Movement has played an important part in the history of Acton. The big hill
which rises up behind the houses was called Gospel Hill because it was here that Methodist
preachers would come to preach the Gospels in the open air, probably standing beneath a large
oak tree which stood there. The famous John Wesley, who started to preach in the open around
1739, could even have preached there himself on one of his many journeys on horseback
around the country. The present Chapel — which is an important landmark - was built in 1905
—1906. The Stone Laying Ceremony of “The New Wesleyan Church”, Acton, took place on
Thursday, September 14™ 1905 at 3. 0 p.m. and a public tea was held after the ceremony
followed by a public meeting. Services have been held there on Sundays ever since. Before
the chapel was in existence services were held in the building, which is now the garage of the
house — The Gables. The Chapel building is used for meetings in the community and for
voting during elections.

Ladycroft has been the home of at least three generations of the Noake family Jonathon and his
sisters having been born there. The house Whitfield was added to their property in 1959 for the
family’s grandmother.,

The old thatched cottages just beyond the Chapel sadly burnt down and were replaced by the
blue brick houses, The Gables and The Firs, before the First World War. Murchers Lane runs
down to the brook between these houses and where Bantry Bay is now, this lane could also
have been part of the funeral route. Originally a cottage stood on the site just below Bantry
Bay which had been occupied by members of the Fairweather family and more recently by a
Mr. and Mrs. Tideswell (Elijah and Sarah). Numbers 1, and 2, Acton, were built after the
Second World War around 1947. A well-known local character, Mr. Ben Podmore, who was
famous for his fine prize-winning hedge-laying achievements, lived in one of these houses
before moving to Butterton.

In the front of the garden of the present house Tresco on the corner of Acton Lane and Wood
Lane was a building in which worked a Mr. James Goodall, who was the wheelwright. He
lived in one of the cottages further down Wood Lane. At this time it is believed a candlemaker
also lived and worked in the village.

Ivy House situated below Tresco in Wood Lane, used to be a two up and two down property
built for the Swinnerton estate, using small sized bricks, which had been made at the brick
works at Shutlane Head, before being developed into the attractive house it is today. Two more
cottages were situated down the hill — one having been occupied by a Mr. Fairbanks. The
cobbler Mr. Cartwright also lived in one of these dwellings and locals brought their shoes for
repair and clogs to be “tipped” and he had a son who also carried on the trade. In the nineteen
fifties these two cottages were converted into one large house now known as “Fairbanks”.

At the bottom of the hill is Brook Farm, which was occupied by a Mr. and Mrs. Bill Ward
about fifty years ago. Having no electricity supply at that time they used oil lamps and can be
remembered lighting their way up to Chapel with their lamps.

Wood Lane continues towards the Swynnerton Forest passing on the bend a murky pool where
the unfortunate Mr. Cartwright the cobbler, ended his life by drowning. Opposite this pool is
the area allegedly called “Hangman’s Corner”, as a gibbet was believed to have been situated
in the nearby bridle path. The ill-fated condemned person — having had their last pint at the pub
could have been brought to the gallows “on the wagon * as tradition has it! This lane leads on
to Welldale, formerly Welldale Cottage and enters Swynnerton Old Park Forest at Hobgoblins




Gate. During the Second World War this beautiful hardwood Forrest, consisting of elderly oak
and beech, was cut down for the war effort and was later replanted with pine, fir and larch.

At the junction of Acton Lane with Wood Lane stand The Nook, Rose Cottage and Ivy
Cottage. These pretty cottages were fronted by a grassy triangle, on which children used to
play, sometimes pinching apples from the nearby Bee Bench Tree. These along with Lilac
Cottage are some of the remaining old buildings of Acton. The lane passing through Acton
village originally was the main road from Newcastle to Market Drayton before the “modern”
road was built in 1804, in agreement with the squire at Whitmore. The bridle path as 1t 15 now,
which stretches from Shelton-under-Harley to Acton, reaching the main lane by Acton house
was once the direct route to Liverpool.

The Fairweather family has been in the village ever since moving all the way from Suffolk
during the middle of the 19" century. At least four generations of this family have lived here
constantly since then. Mors. John Fairweather (Betty Holding’s mother) lived for a time in one
of the blue brick houses during the 1914 — 1918 war whilst her husband was away in Egypt.
They later bought The Nook plus land from Mr. Twyford then living at Whitmore Hall. Mr.
Percy Fairweather also owned one of these cottages and another brother - George lived with
his wife Molly at “The Cottage” which was right at the edge of the main lane in Acton. This
is where the family had first settled — to farm the land at the back as a smallholding. Mr. John
Fairweather was a real countryman and expert in all the ways of the countryside and worked as
a gamekeeper for many years. Betty Holding (nee Fairweather) was born at the Nook and
can remember her mother collecting money raised by villagers making and selling goods to
pay for a nurse to visit Acton when needed - as there was no National Health Service.
Children would walk to and from the school in nearby Butterton having to come home for a
hot lunch at midday. There was no shop in the village but various tradesmen would come
round with goods. One of these was a Mr. Bailey from Whitmore selling bread and groceries,
also a Mr. Loverly came with his pedlar’s pack and milk was obtained from the farm. Mr. and
Mrs Skerratt who traded in Newecastle and lived in a cottage near the letterbox would sell
sweets and chocolate from their home. Betty Holding can recall her father giving her sixpence
to buy sweets on a Sunday. Betty and Fred Holding have lived here all their married life since
1947, bringing up their daughter Jennifer in Rose Cottage. The Nook and Rose Cottage are
now one house with Ivy Cottage on the corner. Fred Holding is a champion producer of
vegetables and flowers — helped of course by Betty -- and has won numerous prizes over many
years for his wonderful blooms of chrysanthemums, dahlias and sweet peas.

Along Acton Lane towards Whitmore stands Lilac Cottage at one time the home of the
Chatterley family, including two brothers Ephraim and Bill. Bill was the village roadman and
worked especially hard and conscientiously to maintain the lanes of Acton and Butterton in
immaculate condition. In 1947 Mr. and Mrs. Bill Massey moved there and brought up their
family — Vic, Keith and Isabel in Lilac Cottage. Mr. Bill Massey had a successful milk round
for fifty years delivering milk to the village and a large surrounding area. His wife Mrs. Elsie
Massey was a very popular and much respected lady who did good work in the village and
worked hard for the Methodist Chapel. For a long time she ran the Sunday school there,
which was attended by local children.

The other remaining working farm is Newhouse Farm owned and worked by the Deaville
family. It was bought by Mike Deaville’s father in 1956 and now produces and sells organic
produce and splendid cheeses. In 1997 and 1999 David Deaville - who is the third generation
to run the farm won prizes at the British Cheese Awards in London.



A few new houses were built in the nineteen thirties including Acton House, Green Downs and
Newlyn. When Kath and Doug Hawley moved with their son Julian to Newlyn in 1962 there
was no adequate front drive to their house so they had to reverse their car up a small lane
passing by two cottages where the houses Hunter’s Tryst and Field Rise are now, to gain
access to their property. They were charged the princely sum of two shillings for the privilege
until they constructed their driveway to the front of the house.

In about 1965 the three old terraced cottages opposite Ivy Cottage were demolished. Until
this time the middle one was occupied by an elderly gentleman named Mr. Hemmings and as
there was no electricity supply to his home he could often be seen at dusk lighting up his oil
lamp. The two houses Hillside Lodge and Green Hollow were built on this land. In the
nineteen sixties other houses The Cottage, Evergreens, Woodland View, Hunter’s Tryst and
Field Rise were all added to the village.

Some very hard winters have been experienced in Acton as can be seem in old photographs
and heavy snow was recorded in 1880, in 1936, during the winter of 1948 and for a short time
in 1953. The winter of 1962 to 1963 is not one to be forgotten! To say it was cold, icy and
snowy is putting it mildly! All the underground water pipes froze up causing much
inconvenience for some weeks as no water could get to the houses. Water was delivered to
each house in milk churns brought round on a truck. Soon after this freezing experience the
water pipes were replaced and new ones put in at a much deeper level.

Another bit of excitement in the nineteen sixties was when “Friday Fred” (so called because he
did his burgling “work” on a Friday night when the wages came in) got his come-uppance. He
was discovered in the act of breaking in and as a result he got peppered in an uncomfortable
spot by one of the former residents of Acton — who was defending his property with a shotgun.
Friday Fred failed to break in on that occasion and ran off through the fields feeling rather sore
and unable to sit down in comfort.

Quarrying at Acton was started by two men with a wheelbarrow and was privately worked
until it was managed by a public limited company in the 1960s. Activities at the Quarry
caused great concern to the villagers particularly to mothers of young children because of the
large lorries, which used to thunder along the narrow lane. The mothers confronted the drivers
and the management of the Quarry and after much campaigning a committee was set up which
successfully managed to get the traffic diverted along the purpose built road which runs along
the high ground at the north west side of Acton.

Over the last forty years or so Acton has changed in shape and character with modern houses
having been built with occupants who work outside the village. Horse and carts have been
replaced by tractors and cars, but Acton still retains its charm and quality surrounded as it is by
beautiful countryside.

This brings Acton into the New Millennium and a new century 2000, The life of the village
continues with fewer oak trees, but it is to be hoped with a real sense of community spirit, as
we celebrate with the ACTON MILLENNIUM STREET PARTY.
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