
Oral histories

As part of Black Country Stories, a number of oral histories were commissioned.  You can listen to some of them in the exhibition.  They are:

Jim Beaufoy talks about his desire to get a dog and being advised by his brother to get a Staffordshire Bull Terrier. He found one in a rescue centre and became fascinated with the breed. He joined the Staffordshire Bull Terrier Club in Walsall and eventually got on the committee as their Show Manager. After 30 years of success and fulfilment with the club, he discovered from his brother that he actually meant him to get a Boxer!  

Laura Robins talks about her desire from a very early age to be a zoo keeper. Aged 8, she drew a picture which won a competition at Dudley Zoo and her prize was a special day out and the adoption of a chinchilla. At school she took subjects which would help her with her career but was concerned that she’d need a zoology degree. She didn’t. She was offered a job at Dudley Zoo at 16 and hasn’t looked back, gaining many promotions and loving every minute of it.  

Richard Farrow talks about his family connections with the leather manufacturers J & E Sedgwick & Co in Walsall.  He was the third generation to join the firm, although he really wanted to become an electrical engineer. However, after a six month apprenticeship learning the trade, he was hooked and has spent his career focusing on quality in every step of the leather making process. He despairs that his son is not going to carry on the business and that times are very hard in this traditional Walsall trade.    

Michelle Owens talks about taking on her brother’s ferret when she was 18 and becoming very attached to it. It went with her everywhere on a lead. Later in life she bought two more and started showing them. In no time she had about 60 and they had taken over her life. One day she rescued an abandoned ferret, and this led to the development of a ferret rescue centre in Wolverhampton. Now she takes in up to 200 ferrets a year and re-homes them to suitable people.   

Kevin Brown talks about his school days where he struggled with dyslexia and was branded a dunce. The only thing he was good at was sport, and one day he was given a discus in PE which he threw so far that it sailed over the school fence! He went from strength to strength in international athletics, competing for Jamaica, and on one memorable occasion, breaking the Jamaican national record with his dad watching. Since then he has set up a successful gym in Walsall called Isis, to help others find the thing that they are good at.

Wendy Smith talks about starting work as a ‘preparer’ in the leather industry in Walsall. It was her job to create purses, wallets and handbags out of pre-cut leather shapes. She loved this job and found it creative and never dull. Half way through her career, she moved to Launer London and now makes upmarket leather goods such as handbags for the Queen and the Duchess of Cornwall. She takes pride in every bag, whether it’s for Royalty or an ordinary member of the public. 

Nick Malenko talks about growing up in Wolverhampton. His father was Ukrainian and came here after the war. He thought his entire family had been killed in Ukraine but discovered his father living in Scotland and brought him to live in Wolverhampton too. Nick knew he was gay from an early age, but tried to conform at school. He left to work in a hairdresser’s at 15 and at once loved the job and felt at home. He and his partner Royston own a salon in Wolverhampton which has a very mixed clientele from local people to billionaires. Nick still loves his job.  

Lofty Wright talks about childhood memories of Darlaston and Wednesbury, playing on slag heaps and swimming in canals. He remembers the streets thick with people from the factories, and soot coating privet hedges and municipal buildings, turning washing black with grime. He talks about a time when you could walk into a new job every day of the week and when there were 150 pubs in Darlaston alone. He worked in a factory making horse bridles.

Barbara Beadman talks about her career in marketing and teaching before accepting a job at Tudor Crystal in Stourbridge, where her husband worked. When she first came to the factory she was dismayed by the state it was in. The industry was depressed and it took a clever idea from her husband, to produce glass for electric coal fires, to bring in more work and subsequent investment. She has loved her job in glass. It has taken her all over the world, and allowed her to negotiate high level contracts with the Ministry of Defence as well as tiny exhibitions for local glass artists.

Richard Davenhill talks about joining Dreadnought Tiles in Stourbridge in the 60s when clay tiles were being replaced by mass-produced concrete ones. In the factory’s early days, the tiles were made by hand and he describes this process - hard, heavy work, much of it done by women. By the time he joined, the company was losing staff to the much better paid steel industry. To counteract this, they employed West Indians and Italians and the company flourished. Now all employees are local and they recruit by word of mouth.    

