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Gail Middleton is on holiday this week but her column will be back next week

ONE man’s junk is another man’s treasure, as the
saying goes. Even so, it is amazing what some
people throw away, little considering the his-
torical value of what they see merely as old
rubbish.

Bugle reader Sylvia Wright, of Hawthorn
Road, Essington, was similarly surprised when
her husband Maurice returned from work at
Biffa with a fascinating artefact that he had
rescued from a landfill site.

It was a Victorian album, a mixture of notebook
and scrapbook, its pages crammed with neat
writing that was so small that it is almost imper-
c e p t i b l e.

Little did Sylvia know that the journal was to
set her off on a quest to discover more about the
lady who had owned the notebook - that would
last off and on for 25 years!

The multi-coloured pages of the album are
bound in leather with gilded tooling, and even a
casual glance through its crammed pages reveal
that the owner must have been a complex and
interesting character. The identity of the owner,
written in a childish hand, is revealed by an
inscription on the frontispiece which reads:
“Annie Baker, The Batchcrofts, Hartshorn
Street, Bilston, 1869.”

Intrigued
Sylvia was intrigued, and has found that the

elusive Miss Baker was born in 1859, making her
ten years old at the time she received the book.
However, most of the entries date from the
1880s, so it appears that Annie did not begin
using the book until she was in her 20s.

It appears that The Batchcrofts was an impos-
ing residence, as the Bakers were a well-off
family, and was named after the family’s factory.
In 1851 Annie’s father had set up Messrs. J &
W.H. Baker at the Batchcroft Works, and was the
first to introduce bright block tin goods to the
town’s thriving japanning trade, which turned
out all manner of beautifully hand-painted wares
such as trays, cabinets, tables, screens and can-
dlesticks. Trade was brisk, and by 1881 William
was employing 80 people.

In 1891 the partnership was dissolved by
mutual consent, and William continued to run
the company, aided by Anne’s brothers Willis
and James. In Ke l l y ’s Directory of 1900 the
business is described as being based in Hartshorn
Street. Hartshorn Street still exists, just off the
High Street in Bilston, but is now much changed,
and a nearby street had also been dubbed Batch
Croft.

This family prosperity meant that Annie
received a better education than many of her
fellow Bilston girls could ever expect, and her
album is ample evidence of an inquiring and
astute mind, as well as an educated one.

It constitutes a miscellany of all manner of
subjects, beginning with descriptions of different
types of weather, the patron saints of the British
Isles, clerical titles, trees and plants, music, lists of
horse races, the months of the year, misnomers,
and word meanings, the latter of which seem to
have come from hours spent poring over an
entomological dictionary.

The pages then include discussions of the
meanings of pub signs, a description of hallmarks
and the classification of diamonds, and more
descriptions of the weather, including a scholarly
discourses on barometer and thermometer read-
ings, all executed in the same diminutive,
immaculate hand.

As well as her passion for collecting lists, Annie
was an accomplished artist. There are beautiful
floral studies, rendered in coloured inks, inserted
into the pages, and ink line drawings that show
rare skill and flair. A coloured design on graph
paper, intended as a needlepoint chart, also
shows her creative side.

In addition, beautifully illuminated poems
show that she was a talented calligrapher. One of
these is the Cheltenham Ladies College entry
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song, indicating that she may well have been a
pupil at this prestigious establishment. The song
is followed by initialled inscriptions made by
others - perhaps these were her classmates?

Annie may well have attended the college in
preparation for becoming a teacher, or more
likely, a governess. There are rules for innu-
merable games, such as blind man’s buff and hunt
the slipper, diagrams for origami, instructions for
conjuring and card tricks, and riddles and
rhymes, all of which were guaranteed to delight
children.

If she was intending to become a teacher, she
was certainly forward thinking for the time. In an
age where children learned by rote, endlessly
repeating times tables and facts in order to learn
parrot fashion, there is a comic poem for those
learning French, which actually illustrates the
importance of diction and pronunciation, and
hundreds of number and word games which
would make English and arithmetic lessons more
fun. For instance, one rhyme reads:

“Take three quarters of a cross, and a circle
c o m p l e t e.

Let two semicircles and a perpendicular meet.
Then take a triangle that stands on two feet.
Then two semicircles, and a circle complete.”
The answer? The word “To b a c c o ”!
In fact, the whole of the album is imbued with a

sense of humour. Far from being a starchy,
priggish woman, Annie obviously had a leaning
towards the ridiculous.

Amusing epitaphs
One of her lists is a collection of amusing

epitaphs from gravestones, culled from all over
the country. One, for Sir John Strange, reads:
“Here lies an honest lawyer. That is Strange.”
Another, for a Mr Box, goes: “Here lies one Box
within another. The one of wood was very good.
We cannot say so much of t’o t h e r.”

Another came from the stone of a man whose
occupation was a dyer. “Beneath this turf a man
doth lie. He dyed to live, and lived to die.”

There are many jokes. “Who never asks ques-
tions but always requires answering? A door
k n o ck e r.”

Parodies - such as on the song about the
devoted couple Darby and Joan, rendered
instead as “Ode to my Crown Derby tea set,” and
amusing curiosities, such as “A Gardener’s Love
L e t t e r,” which begins:

“Addressed to Dear Rosemary.
As you are the Pink of Perfection and the

blossom of May, I wish to tell, dear, that my
Hearts-ease has been torn up by the Roots, and the

Peas of my Holm entirely destroyed since I began
to Pine after you.”

As Sylvia has progressed with her research, she
has been unable to ascertain whether Annie
married or not. However, tucked inside the pages
was a letter proposing marriage, which reads:

“Dearest Madam, will you accept these few lines
of praise as a token of my regard to your beloved
self. I trust you will devote yourself entirely to me
and give up all hope of entering the Old Maid’s
hospital. Pray remember when you read this that
every word is truth, flattery being a thing to which
I am unaccustomed. Accept this token of affection
from one who has the honour to sign himself Sir
Roger de Coverley.

Remember, my duck, I shall be in good luck if
you are my wife and the love of my life.”

Mischievous
As usual with the mischievous Miss Baker, all is

not as it seems. Sir Roger de Coverley was a
fictional character, conjured up by Addison and
Steele, who appeared in The Spectator in the
early 18th century, and who later had a popular
country dance named after him.

In 1881 Annie included a poem, written about
the political situation in the Transvaal, which
suggests she was very politically aware, unusual
for a woman at the time. In fact, Annie seems to
have been something of a feminist, although her
musings always have a note of humour. One
riddle reads: “What is a woman worth?”, and the
answer: “Double you, O Man!”

Also tucked into the book is a pretty napkin, on
which a friend, obviously with the same leanings,
has written a poem illustrating the weakness of
men for beautiful women:

“Said Beauty to Wit, ‘Let’s change places a bit.’
‘No, no,’ said Wit, ‘For Beauty fades.’
‘I n d e e d ,’ retorted Beauty. ‘Try our luck on

yonder Man.’
Wit sparkled and beguiled. Beauty smiled.
And triumphed, by the capture of willing

m a n .”
The album reveals much about the energy,

sense of fun, and intellect of an interesting
Victorian lady, and Sylvia would love to know
more about her or the Baker family of japanners.
Annie’s album has already been the prize exhibit
at Victorian history lessons at Sylvia’s grandson’s
school, and Sylvia now has the precious book,
which is rather frail, in a protective coating.

She intends one day to transcribe the contents
on to computer to safeguard the fragile tome. As
she says, “It is a real privilege to be looking after
it for future generations.”

Back in 2004 Sylvia Wright, whose husband rescued this Victorian album from a rubbish tip,
peruses it at her Essington home and RIGHT one of the diary pages

One of Annie’s artistic works inserted into her
precious album

A pretty souvenir card, rendered in inks by
Annie’s skilful brush

Annie Baker was no less accomplished in line
drawings and this one is in her journal
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