
WHITELEY WOOD OUTDOOR ACTIVITY CENTRE 

A brief history of Whiteley Woods 

The name Whiteley Woods is derived from hwit-leah-wudu, meaning bright fair clearing. There has 

never been a village of Whiteley Woods, only various collections of cottages or small hamlets, 

called Whiteley Woods Bottom, Whiteley Woods Green and so on. 

There was a Hall at Whiteley Woods before the 17
th

 century, when the land belonged to the 

Mitchell and Dale families; Thomas Dale was a freeholder of the manor at the time of Charles I. In 

1659 his daughter Alice married Alexander Ashton, and the part of the Hall which stood until 1957 

was built by Alexander and Alice Ashton.  

After Alexander Ashton’s death in 1682, the Hall passed through various owners until 1741, when it 

became the property of Strelley Pegge of Beauchief. He sold it to Thomas Boulsover in 1757. 

Boulsover (1705 –1788) was a Sheffield cutler and the inventor of Sheffield Plate. He already had a 

rolling mill and cottages below Whiteley Woods at Wire Mill Dam, and a business plating buttons 

and snuff boxes at Forge Dam.  

Thomas and his wife Hannah had 10 children, but only two daughters survived to adulthood: Mary 

and Sarah. In 1789 Sarah and Mary built the chapel, which now stands in the grounds of Meadow 

Farm on the corner of Trap Lane, in memory of their father. It has not been used as a place of 

worship since 1852. In 1929 a memorial to Thomas Boulsover was built near the site of his works at 

Wire Mill Dam, using some of the stones from his mill. 

The Hall passed through the hands of several descendants of Thomas Boulsover, until it was bought 

by Samuel Plimsoll in 1864. Samuel Plimsoll is sometimes called ‘the sailors’ friend’. He invented 

the Plimsoll Line, which denotes the maximum depth to which ships may be loaded; Prime Minister 

Benjamin Disraeli stayed at Whiteley Woods to discuss the scheme, which became law in 1875. 

Samuel spent all his money on his campaign, and his wife persuaded him to sell the Hall in 1876. 

The next owner was Alderman Thomas Gainsford JP, who was instrumental in the construction of 

the many dams around Sheffield, and who spent a lot on improving and beautifying the building, 

and who added the west wing. In 1893 the Hall was sold to Mr. Muir Wilson and from 1913 to 1925 

it was lived in by Mr. Clark, Managing Director of Vickers Ltd.  When Mr Clark retired the Hall was 

left empty except for occasional use for entertaining. Unfortunately during this time damage was 

done by thieves, who got onto the roof to steal the lead, and by 1935, when the property was 

purchased by Sheffield Girl Guides, the Hall was beginning to decay due to damp and neglect.  

Sheffield Girl Guides paid £3200 for the whole site, money which they borrowed from the Graves 

Trust. It soon became obvious that the cost of upkeep and the rates were far too high for the 

Guides, and in the late 1930s the roof was completely removed. From then on deterioration was 

rapid, the floors fell through to the basement, and the building became unsafe. Despite an attempt 

to preserve the building, or at least the south façade, the Hall was demolished in 1957. 



Map of 1890 showing Whiteley Wood Hall and surrounding area 

It is possible to pick out Whiteley Wood Hall, the courtyard, including the well which used to be 

there, the greenhouses in the garden, and the pond with its island. Further afield are Boulsover’s 

Button Factory at Forge Dam, the cottages at Wire Mill Dam, and the chapel at Meadow Lane 

Farm (now called Meadow Farm).  



HISTORY WALK around WHITELEY WOODS OAC and the local area 

1. Start in the courtyard, facing the Office.  

 

  

 

The only buildings still remaining are the outbuildings, which 

stood to the left of the site of the Hall, around three sides of a 

courtyard. They were originally the gardener’s cottage and  the 

coachman’s cottage (later the chauffeur’s cottage), which are 

now the wardens’ cottages, stabling and storage for carriages, a 

tack room, and a barn with mounting steps, now called Plimsoll. 

There was also a hay loft above the cottages. 

 

The layout of Plimsoll 

barn, with doors placed 

for maximum through-

draught, suggests that it 

may originally have been 

a threshing barn. 

The arched area to the right of the courtyard was once more 

open. Carriages went round the sweep of the drive to the front 

of the Hall, dropped off their passengers, and continued round 

to the courtyard. They were driven into the end barn, now 

called Gainsford, where they were cleaned and repaired if 

necessary, then taken next door to the storage area. Next to 

Gainsford was the stabling, where the cobbled floor still shows 

the lines of the stalls, and above that was the tack room. The 

courtyard was once cobbled too, and in the centre was a well, 

which is still marked on old maps. This was covered and 

surrounded by a flower bed and railings at the time of the First 

World War, and has since disappeared under tarmac. 

The cobbled stable floor in Dale Barn. 

 Courtyard buildings now, and one of William Clark’s cars in the courtyard in the 1920s. 

 

 

  



 

This window looks like it was 

once a door. When the upper 

floor of this building was a 

hay loft, this was probably 

where the hay was lifted in. 

There are several hooks like 

this near the stable door. 

What do you think they were 

used for?  

2. Go out of the courtyard at the corner by the shop, and walk across Swannery camp 

site to the saluting base by the boundary fence. 

This is the fireplace in Gainsford 

barn, where carriages were 

cleaned and repaired. It was built 

in 1968 as a replacement for the 

original, which may also have 

been used by blacksmiths when 

shoeing the family’s horses. 

When the Hall was demolished in 1957, its date stone was 

kept, and in 1960 it was set into the back wall of the 

saluting base to commemorate the Guiding’s Golden 

Jubilee. It is now very worn, but it is just possible to make 

out the 3 As of Alexander and Alice Ashton and the date 

1663. 

3. Turn your back on the 

saluting base and look across 

to the wall of the courtyard 

buildings.  

The front of the old Whiteley 

Wood Hall would have been on 

your right, and to your left would 

have been the drive, lined with 

beech trees. The line of the drive is 

still just about visible.  

 

 

 

 

 



 
4. Walk down the field and go in front of the dry shelter to find some steps.  Go down the 

steps to Freda’s Field, and look back. 

You are standing on what was the Hall’s tennis court. The steps you have come down are on the 

left in the old picture, with the back of the Hall, and with somewhat smaller hedges than are there 

now! 

5. Go back up the steps, and diagonally across the field to a gate in the Orchard wall. 

There were strict rules about contact between the outside 

staff and their families and the Hall. Communication was 

always via this gate, which led directly to a path to the 

kitchens of the Hall. Each morning orders would be received 

about the food required, and whether flowers were needed 

for the dinner table, and so on.  

Outside staff and their families were not allowed to go 

through this gate or into the Hall except on special occasions, 

such as Christmas, when they would be lined up and 

presented with gifts by the Hall family. 

The gate was given a Grade 2 Listed Building Order in 1974. 

This was a large walled garden, containing seven large 

greenhouses, an orchard, and vegetable and flower 

growing areas. Some of the greenhouses were heated by 

a stove built into the rear wall, in order to grow peaches, 

grapes, and melons. On the inside of the wall you can still 

see some ganister bricks and white- washed areas where 

the greenhouses stood. Pigs and chickens were also kept 

outside the back wall. In the 1920s, and no doubt before 

that, the estate was able to be self-sufficient in vegetables 

and fruit, as well as having its own eggs and, occasionally, 

pork and bacon. 

6. Go into the Orchard and head uphill towards Renwick building.  

 
 

 

 



 
The gardener shown 

is Tom Davies, who 

worked for William 

Clark, with his 

daughter Ann. The 

gate in the photo is 

also visible in the 

modern day picture.  

7. Go out of the top of the 

Orchard past the back of 

Plimsoll building, through the 

car park and down the drive. 

To the left is the pond. 

The pond is now used for canoeing, rafting and pond-

dipping, and the families who lived in Whiteley Wood 

Hall also enjoyed themselves on the pond. They went 

boating on it, and also skated on it when it was 

frozen, but not before they had tied a rope round the 

gardener’s boy’s waist, and let him walk on the ice 

first to test it!  

8. You are now at the entrance gates. The 

outside staff and their families were not 

allowed to enter here; they had to go through a 

gate at the back of the Orchard wall. 

The entrance gates in the late 1920s and as they look 

now. 

9. Turn left out of the gates and walk down the road to Ivy Cottage Lane.  

 

 

 

 

 



 
Ivy Cottage Lane lane was built by William Silcock in the 

1820s in order to make an easier route to Forge Dam. At one 

time the land all the way to Forge Dam belonged to the 

estate of Whiteley Wood Hall.  

Near the bottom you will pass the old School House, which 

once drew children from both sides of the Porter Valley. 

Follow the lane all the way to the road junction. Turn left 

towards the dam, café, and playground. The tall building on 

the left is Thomas Boulsover’s Button and Snuff Box Factory.  

10. Go back to Ivy Cottage Lane and take the path below it. Follow it to Wire Mill Dam. 

On the path below the 

dam is a memorial to 

Thomas Boulsover, 

inventor of Sheffield Plate, 

who lived at Whiteley 

Wood Hall from 1757 to 

his death in 1788. The 

memorial was built using 

stones from Boulsover’s 

Mill which stood below the 

dam.  

11. Walk to the end of the dam to the 

row of cottages, including Boulsover 

Cottage and Ivy Cottage.  

On old maps the area is called Bowser 

Bottom, which is probably a corruption of 

Boulsover Bottom, as these were cottages 

built by Boulsover for his workers.  

12. Turn up Whiteley Wood Road to 

Meadow Lane Farm.  

As you reach the farm, watch 

out for a small square building 

on the left . This is the chapel 

built by Boulsover’s daughters 

in his memory, and last used 

as a chapel in 1852. 

13. Continue up Whiteley Wood Road to Common Lane and so back to the OAC.  

 

  

 

  


