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Birmingham's Glacial Erratic Boulders

In 2006 (Newsletter 175) Alan Cutler instigated a Black Country 'Boulderdash' requesting information
from members on the whereabouts of any significant glacial erratic boulders which might be suitable to
feature in the 'Scorching Deserts and Icy Wastes' series of leaflets. Completion of this series was
announced in the last Newsletter (No. 205, p.6) with the publication of the Stourbridge and
Wolverhampton leaflets, and it is evident that the greatest existing Black Country concentration of
these boulders lies in the Wolverhampton area.

Interest in this extraordinary and very visible ice-age legacy was fuelled for many of us by our field trip
to Compton, Wolverhampton last March (report in No. 201. p.7), and kept alive by subsequent
research from Mike Williams with photos of erratics in Bushbury, Old Warstone Lane, and Bognop
(No. 202, p.14), Blakenhall (No. 204 p.15), and a Children's Centre in New Hampton Road West
featured in this edition (p.13).

But what of my own home town of Birmingham? I'd long known of the
glacial boulder beside the main lake in Cannon Hill Park, (left) but knew
nothing about its history. Intrigued, | started to delve into Birmingham's
glacial legacy, and found that erratics were very definitely present in the
d landscape of the past, some even weaving their way into the fabric of local
history and folklore, but what of their provenance? The sketchy picture
gleaned so far suggests North Wales as the main source of Birmingham's
boulders, with some specific mention of the Arenig mountains, but I've
found conflicting accounts of the likely time of their arrival.

It is known that the most recent glaciation, the Devensian, reached its
maximum extent around 18,000 years ago, and in the Midlands it reached
no further south than Wolverhampton. It carried material from Scotland, the
Lake District, and from North Wales via the Irish Sea ice. This may explain the wealth of glacial
erratics found immediately behind this glacial limit, and would date their deposition between 120,000
and 10,000 years ago." With Birmingham lying beyond this limit, it is clear that the deposition of
boulders in this area must belong to an earlier glacial advance.? The Anglian glaciation (300,000 to
250,000 years ago) was the most extensive known to have covered the British Isles, reaching as far
south as the Thames valley. This was followed by the somewhat disputed Wolstonian advance
(200,000 to 130,000 years ago), which may also have reached beyond the Birmingham area.®

It seems that either of these glaciations could be responsible for Birmingham's boulders, and I'm
hoping that, through these pages, our readers may help to shed more light on this rather shady area.
My research so far begs more questions than it answers.

The Great Stone, Northfield

This large erratic boulder lay on the corner
of Church Hill and Church Road in front of
the pub named in its honour until it was
moved to the neighbouring 17th century
village pound on 30th September 1954.
Newspaper cuttings displayed inside the
pub reveal that there was some opposition |
to the shifting of this iconic landmark, but :
road safety finally prevailed, the stone was
moved and the pavement widened to
accommodate prams etc. No-one knew
how deeply it was buried, but local legends
suggested 14 feet. A heavy duty crane
was employed, but in fact it lay only 8
inches below the surface. Now it stands &0
forlornly imprisoned in the pound. As for »
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its origins, one account states that it stood 'for ten thousand years after the last Ice Age at the corner
of Church Hill and Church Road',* and the Newspaper cutting in the pub, that it was 'deposited by the
moving ice of the Great Ice Age millions of years ago'. I've yet to find the true story! With a pub and a
road named after it, it is astonishing that it bears nothing to proclaim its history on either a geological
or human time scale.

Cannon Hill Park Boulder (photo above)

This was unearthed during the excavation of the lake when the park was created in 187 3. A history
leaflet for the Park? states its provenance as the Arenig mountains in Wales, and a Google earth flag
dates its arrival at 18,000 years. (Surely this can't be right?) Now it stands by the main lake, worn
smooth by long use as a seat and climbing frame, with nothing to hail its illustrious history.

The Gilbertstone

This glacial erratic stone has a chequered history. For some time it apparently marked the boundary
between the parishes of Bickenhill, Sheldon and Yardley.® It was then moved to the Coventry Road,
then to the grounds of Lyndon Green Junior School, and
finally, in 1965 to Blakesley Hall, Yardley. The stone is
most likely named after the Gilbert family who lived in
~ the area in the Middle ages, and legend has it that a
" powerful member of this family lifted and moved the
.. stone to re-define a land boundary to his own
% advantage. Another legend says that it was brought by
a giant named Gilbert. Now it rests by a tree in the
grounds of Blakesley Hall, unmarked, and probably
unnoticed by most visitors as it bears no information
panel to celebrate its historical, social and geological
significance. This iS

' astonishing when you
consider that there was a mansion called Gilbertstone House until it was
demolished in 1937, a whole district named after it, a 'Gilbertstone' school 4
and recreation ground, and at least two roads bearing its name. | wonder if &
its current shape with smoothed, almost symmetrical sides may be as much g%
due to the hand of man as to the erosional powers of the glacier which &
carried it here? -

The War Stone

As far as | know, this is the only one of Birmingham's
glacial boulders which bears, in situ, some reference to
~ its origins. Like the Gilbertstone it is steeped in local
historical significance but at least this magnificent
boulder has been honoured with a plinth in the cemetery
4 which bears its name. It is in Warstone Lane Cemetery,
{ Hockley, in Birmingham's Jewellery Quarter. The caption
explains that it is felsite, of glacial origin, and that it was
originally called the 'Hoar Stone'. A 'hoarstone’ is a
boundary stone, and it seems that this stone was
originally at the boundary between the manors of
Birmingham, Aston and Handsworth.® It would be
interesting to know, as with the Gilbertstone's use as a
boundary stone, whether the boundaries were created
| around the stone or whether the stones were moved to
mark the boundaries. 'War Stone' is a corruption of

' 'Hoar Stone'. | wonder whether 'Old Warstone Lane'
mentioned in Mike's account of glacial erratics (see above) derived its name in the same way? »
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Calcot Hill, Clent Hills

Although this is beyond the scope of my current quest
| specifically for Birmingham erratics, | feel | must
conclude with a mention of this boulder which | have
passed by on several occasions over the years whilst
wandering over the Clent Hills. It lies at the junction of a
footpath and a lane at grid ref. SO 944784, beside
Calcot Hill Farm. It is incorporated into a boundary wall
and is particularly noteworthy because it bears a plaque
illuminating its history, as an erratic from the Arenig
mountains. This is on the kissing-gate post and reads:
'‘Boulder from Arenig Mountain in N. Wales brought
here by the Welsh ice-sheet in the glacial period".

| look forward to further contributions from our readers on this subject. So far | feel I've only revealed
the tip of the iceberg, so to speak! m

Julie Schroder
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