Bicentenary of the Birth of William Creuze BA
10th January 1810 – 10th January 2010
On Sunday (10th January) the Society celebrated the Bicentenary of the birth of William Creuze who was in charge of locomotive engineering for the Birmingham and Gloucester Railway Company’s first two years of operation.  He met his death aged 31 years following an accident on the Lickey Incline during the night of 7/8th April 1841.  Creuze kept the company’s three USA–built banking engines operational during the winter following the opening of the line to Bromsgrove.  Had he not overcome the difficulties that arose from operation of the engines in our conditions, the line past Bromsgrove would have closed – almost certainly for good.     

Creuze had gained his degree through the Mathematical Tripos at St. John’s College, Cambridge and became “9th Wrangler” in 1834 (Wrangler was the term used to describe students due to the adversarial nature of the college’s tutorial system in those days).  He is buried in St Godwald’s cemetery in Finstall and on Sunday the day began with a graveside dedication conducted by the Reverend Margaret Woodgates where she complimented the painstaking restoration of the gravestone by local stonecarver Mike Ford.  This was followed by Eucharist in St. Godwald’s Church after which guests made their way to Garrington Road for the unveiling of a memorial fingerpost on a footpath newly named after Creuze (the path is set to become a valuable link between the proposed new station to the rural communities to the south east of Bromsgrove). 
On a decidedly chilly morning, David Edwards warmed up proceedings with a series of short discussions with people with interesting connections with the fingerpost project, conveyed to the crowd via a public address system.  The first discussion involved David Braisted, Volunteer Pathways Officer for Stoke Prior Parish Council (in whose district the path traverses south of Newton Bridge).  Mr. Braisted made a number of interesting points about the foreseeable value of the new fingerpost to raise awareness of the footpath to ramblers and people connecting with the new station.  Terry Keegan, Chairman of the Milestone Society’s Worcestershire Group then expressed his group’s pleasure in joining in the restoration of the historically interesting upright that carries the new fingers.  
Given the problems with snow and ice over the Bicentenary weekend, it was most encouraging that Chris Stokes, Operations Manager of Richards Engineering in Leicester, had travelled to the ceremony.  In discussion with Mr Edwards, he spoke about the present-day forging industry and the interest his company takes in the history of its forebear firm, W Richards and Son (see The William Creuze Memorial Fingerpost).

At 11.30am sharp, Mr Edwards handed over ‘crowd-control’ to the town’s Bellman, Kevin Ward!    Kevin’s skills, both presentational and audible, added their much-loved embellishment to the occasion and he was soon to introduce Ron Skidmore, the Society’s Chairman, to officially welcome everyone to the ceremony.  Mr. Skidmore delivered an interesting address, speaking of the valued attendance of Warwick Sheffield and his partner Sandra McMahon coming all the way from Australia and Barbara Sheffield and her husband Peter Restivo coming Canada.  He spoke of the historic contribution to Bromsgrove that William Creuze made and referred to his time at St John’s College.  He then read a message from Dr Mark Nicholls, President of the College.  Dr Nicholls wrote:  

“Creuze was something of a ‘Johnian’ pioneer, and it is good to know that the Cambridge mathematical examinations equipped a man to deal with, among so many other things, the vagaries of early railway engines.  Maths was then – and some would argue, still is – the pre-eminent subject among all those taught here in the university.  To attempt and secure honours in the subject suggests a very fine mind indeed.  

And Creuze was no ordinary mathematician.  To finish ninth in the class-list, when competing against some of the very best minds of his generation, was a remarkable feat.   He was clearly a very good catch for the new railway company, and his battles with the Norris engines shown his mettle.  I am so glad you are presenting a fair and clear report of his death, free from the bias and hostility evident in some contemporary reports.  The Master, Fellows and Scholars of St. John’s join with you in celebrating the unveiling of the memorial fingerpost to this unjustly neglected member of our College.

With all good wishes

Mark Nicholls   
It was now time for the icing on the cake as the Bellman introduced Warwick Sheffield.  Mr. Sheffield delivered an interesting address, outlining how, some years ago, he had written to the Society on the trail of his second great uncle and how the correspondence led to a research project with Neville Billington.  This led to the idea of compiling a biography on Creuze for launch on the very day of the bicentenary of his birth.  Research into this brought to light William’s treatment at the time and how his actions have been misjudged.   He referred to the headstone placement at St Godwald’s by the deceased’s brother, Augustin Francis Bullock Creuze and how he alone would have known William’s credentials.  Given that AFBC was - with little doubt - the person who paid for the gravestone, we might conclude he would have encouraged the idea of the grave being sited close to the railway line, befitting his  brother’s senior position with the Birmingham & Gloucester Railway Company.  
The seminal moment had now arrived and Warwick, assisted by Sandra, removed the flags to reveal the restored upright with the new fingers.    

There then followed a closing address by Councillor Chris Scurrell, Chairman of Bromsgrove District Council who invited all attendees to reconvene at the Council House for 1.30pm for the unveiling of Roy Wilson’s magnificent pastel painting Bromsgrove Engine House 1841. 
The day did, alas, have its disappointment in that Roy Wilson, the gifted artist whose work the Society was giving to the people of Bromsgrove, was literally snowed under at his home in Leeds and unable to contemplate travelling to Bromsgrove by either road or rail so bad were travel conditions.  Roy had been particularly looking forward to attending and the Society equally keen to welcome him and his wife Dorothy for the occasion.  However, Barbara Sheffield, second great niece of William Creuze, had already agreed to deliver an address in the Council House and kindly undertook the unveiling on Roy’s behalf.  
Barbara eloquently described how the day’s celebrations were very important to her and to Warwick, who had met for the very first time upon their Arrivals in England.  She and Warwick had communicated by E mail for some time and Warwick had told her the William Creuze story.  But now, the story had life through the events of the Bicentenary celebrations.  She commented on the present age of communication where we tend to look ahead and how many of us would truly understand our context in the world without knowing our past?    She would not, she said, have known about this important family member had it not been for the Bromsgrove Society.  Barbara then went on to recall how some two years ago she located the Society’s website seeking information about 18th Century dyers in Bromsgrove, especially Jonathon Sheffield, her 4th great grandfather.  Jenny Townshend, Editor of Rousler magazine responded with information about dyers in the town but crucially, put her in touch with her third cousin, Warwick Sheffield in Australia, who was also researching Jonathon.  Once connected, the story became clear and it was easy to see how Barbara’s line in North America was also connected to the railway story there.  
William Creuze was the uncle of Barbara’s great grandfather Charles Henry Sheffield.  Charles was only a child at the time of William’s death but eventually became involved with railways, initially in this country and later, following emigration to North America, with the Grand Trunk Railways in Montreal, Quebec and Portland, Maine.
Barbara went on to say how important organisations like the Bromsgrove Society are, not only for opportunities to learn more about times past but also in  preserving family stories and bringing historical events to life.    

Ron Skidmore, Chairman of the Bromsgrove Society, speaking after the day’s events, reflected on the interest and quality of the day’s contributions by the Australian and Canadian members of the Sheffield family line.
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