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This article was written for a display entitled ‘Everyday Histories’ for an Open 

Day at Holy Trinity Parish Church, Sutton Coldfield, in Heritage Week, 11th-20 

September 2026. 

 

This ‘Everyday History’ is about Ruth Sherwood who grew up in Sutton 

Coldfield in the 1920s, but, after a time studying art in London, returned home 

where she later volunteered as an Ambulance Driver during WWII.  However, 

there was a totally different facet of her life that remained a secret for many 

years and that, you will discover, when you read on. 
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Ruth Sherwood 

Self Portrait c1931 
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Ruth Sherwood was an unusual lady, 

without a doubt!  However, unlike many of 

the well-known female personalities of 

Sutton Coldfield, you have probably never 

heard of her.  And yet, a record of her early 

life was accessible on the library shelves in 

Sutton Coldfield for 34 years.  

 

But her life was anything but ordinary!1+2 

 

Two new books were published in 2013 and 

2015 with an amazing revelation and yet she 

still seems not to have become noticed in the 

town where she grew up.3+4 

 

This is a potted account of the events which 

made up Ruth’s remarkable life, making use 

of the above material. 
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The Life of Ruth Sherwood 
 

Ruth’s parents, Wilfrid Sherwood and Biddy Sherwood, 

née Parkes, both came from affluent families.  Wilfred’s 

were silversmiths and Biddy’s were involved with the 

Spade-Mill Pool in Sutton Park in earlier times.  A later 

member of this family, being involved with Bessemer’s 

who were famous in the steel industry, invented the 

steel digging fork, thus making him a modest fortune. 

 

In the early 1880’s, a while before she was born, Ruth’s 

maternal grandfather, Richard Parkes, built a substantial 

property on a large plot of land which he called 

Rathmore (see map), later 

changing it to Derrymore, 

on the corner of Rectory 

Road and Hollyfield Road 

in Sutton Coldfield. 

 

It is said to be the first 

house in England to have 

had metal window-

frames. 

 

 

 
Map taken from Albert 

Fentiman’s Collection, Sutton 

Research, Box 4, Birmingham 
Archives & Collections Library 
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Rathmore (Later Derrymore), 
Rectory Road, Sutton Coldfield 

(corner of Rectory Road and Hollyfield Road) 
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Ruth’s parents married in 1903 and she was born in 

1907.  Initially, her family lived at The Woodlands, 

Whitehouse Common, not far from Rathmore. 

 
The Woodlands, Whitehouse Common in 1921 

 

Although she appeared to be a less than able pupil at 

school, it is now thought that she was dyslexic. 

However, she was blessed with a strong aptitude for 

drawing and was sent to study at the Slade School of 

Fine Art in London under the famous Professor Tonks 

(who came from the same family who lived at The 

Rookery opposite Moat House in Sutton Coldfield). 
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In 1926 her grandfather built another, smaller, house for 

his retirement between Derrymore (as he then called the 

larger house) and the Boot Inn, Rectory Road, 

combining the two gardens, and Wilfred and Biddy 

Sherwood’s family moved into the larger house.  Ruth 

was probably living in London by now. 

 

 
 

The ‘smaller house’, Rectory Road 

 

Details of these years in Ruth’s life are sketchy, but the 

publication of two books Ferguson’s Gang: The 

Maidens behind the Masks by Anna Hutton-North in 

2013 and Ferguson’s Gang by Polly Bagnall and Sally 

Beck in 2015 finally disclosed the events of these 

unknown years, a secret of which she shared with the 

Ferguson Gang. 
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The two books that revealed the secret 

 

The books tell us that in 1928 she first became 

acquainted with a member of this group, named Sister 

Agatha, who shared the same lodgings as Ruth.  It was 

this encounter that had a remarkable effect on her life. 

 

She joined the Gang, who became a small band of 

women, upset in the 1920s to see so many beautiful 

Stately Homes and the countryside being destroyed due 

to lack of funds to maintain them.  Being well-educated 

and affluent women, with similar backgrounds, they 

decided to raise money for the National Trust, it being 

an established organisation they felt they could support.  

 

Their idea was to remain anonymous, so they gave 

themselves strange names, e.g. Bill Stickers, Sister 

Agatha, The Lord Beershop, Kate O’Brien T.N. and Red 

Biddy.  Others, including some men, who were later 
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conscripted to help, were called Poolcat, Erb the 

Smasher, Pious Yudhishthira, Uncle Gregory, Black 

Maria, O’Moyle, The Artichoke and The Wife of the 

Artichoke.  

 

Ruth’s full title was The Lord Beershop of the 

Gladstone Islands and Mercator’s Projection, but, not 

surprisingly, they kept it short - she was always known 

as Lord Beershop or Is Bludiness. 

 

The manner in which they ran their organisation was 

bizarre!  Their deeds were recorded in a Book, but as 

there wasn’t room for the letter ‘k’ on its cover, it was 

always referred to as the Boo. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
An example of a “Bill Stickers 

will be prosecuted” sign of the 

type from which the leader of 
Ferguson’s Gang took her 

pseudonym (https:// 

en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ferguson) 
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Their methods of collecting and handing over the 

money they obtained were always unconventional; 

initially they begged from their wealthy families and 

friends, which was always fruitful.  New members, who 

wanted to fund raise and join in the fun, were charged 

large subscriptions.  Kate O’Brien, who worked in an 

exclusive London hotel asked visiting residents for 

funds and Red Biddy stole the entire stock of toothpicks 

from the Dorchester Hotel after a raucous dinner and 

then ransomed them back for money. 

 

In 1932, the Gang were able to save Shalford Mill, 

Guildford by way of an endowment fund.  In fact, this 

was to become their ideal headquarters. 

 

They were supported in their cause by Clough 

Williams-Ellis (the creator of the faux Italianate village 

of Portmeirion in North Wales).  In 1927, he wrote a 

book entitled England and the Octopus,5 the Octopus 

being likened to the 1920s’ London where development 

was expanding outwards at an alarming rate to the 

surrounding countryside, swallowing it all up as it went 

along. 

 

This, in essence, was exactly what the Gang were 

protesting about and they really valued William-Ellis’s 

support. 
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Clough Williams-Ellis’s Book ‘England and the Octopus’ 19285 
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Occasionally, despite living in different parts of the 

country, they organised meetings, lavish dinners or 

outings, probably to arrange their next ‘hand over’, 

which was always done anonymously.  This somehow 

reached the newspapers. Here are some of the reports:  

 

 
 

Dundee Courier, Tuesday 2nd October, 1934 
(British Newspaper Archive) 
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Gloucester Citizen, Wednesday 15th May 1935 
(British Newspaper Archive) 

 

 
 

Hartlepool Northern Daily Mail, Tuesday, 18th July, 1939 

(British Newspaper Archive) 
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Dail Mirror, Monday 26th August, 1935 
(British Newspaper Archive) 

 

Incidentally, there never was a person called Ferguson 

in the Gang! Ferguson was just one of the members in 

disguise! 

 

In 1930 Ruth qualified, intending to be a free-lance 

commercial artist in London.  However, she felt 

uncomfortable competing against artists who were poor 

and therefore returned home to live with her family in 

Sutton in 1931, probably in relative luxury, as a 

freelance artist. 
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Smoking cigarettes was very popular at this time, but 

Ruth smoked a pipe – purely to keep her hands free for 

her work! 

 

During the war, her 

grandmother, died, and 

Ruth’s family moved into 

the smaller house.  It is said 

that Derrymore (formerly 

Rathmore) was later used 

by the Fire Service as an 

administrative centre, 

although it is difficult to 

find any proof in view of 

the secrecy of the 

movements of the Civil 

Service at that time. 

 

It was now that a new 

venture opened up for her 

and she became an 

ambulance driver.  

 
Ruth Sherwood 

 

The accompanying folder entitled Civil Defence in 

Sutton Coldfield 1942, The Ambulance Service at Hill & 

Boldmere by Albert Fentiman1 sets the scene of Ruth’s 

time as an ambulance driver. 
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Some of members of the Ambulance Staff 

(see the accompanying folder‘Sherwood Heads’) 
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This enabled her to make use of 

her artistic skills.  Her sketches of 

the ladies of the Sutton Coldfield 

Ambulance Service in the Second 

World War at Hill (Mere Green) 

and Boldmere, and also at the Fire 

Station at Sutton Town Hall, 

appear in the separate folder The 

Sherwood Heads compiled by her 

brother, Adrian Sherwood, and 

Albert Fentiman. 
 

An early CD Ambulance 

 

After the war, Ruth moved to Dartington, Devon to 

teach art at an Adult Education Centre although she 

continued to play her part in the Ferguson’s Gang 

anonymously, which over time raised a tremendous 

amount of money for the National Trust. 

 

She died on 27th September 1990 at Northfield 

Residential Home, Stroud. 
 

 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

Sources: 

 
1. Civil Defence in Sutton Coldfield 1942: the Ambulance Service at Hill & Boldmere. Birmingham Archive and 

Collections Library (Sutton Coldfield Reference: QSH45.631) 

2. The Sherwood Heads, Albert Fentiman’s Collection, Box 14, Birmingham Archives and Collections Library  

3. Ferguson’s Gang: The Maidens behind the Masks by Anna Hutton-North, pub. Lulu Inc 2013 

4. Ferguson’s Gang by Polly Bagnall and Sally Beck, pub. National Trust Books Williams-Ellis in 1929 

5. England and the Octopus,  Urban Design Library | Urban Design Group, pub. Geoffrey Bles 1929 

 

https://www.udg.org.uk/publications/udlibrary/england-and-octopus
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ACCOMPANYING FOLDERS FOR 

DISPLAY 
(Source 1) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
CIVIL DEFENCE IN SUTTON COLDFIELD 

 

1942 

 

 

 

 

 
The Ambulance Service at 

Hill & Boldmere 

 

 

 

 

 
By  A. F. FENTIMAN 
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ACCOMPANYING FOLDERS FOR 

DISPLAY 
(Source 2) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
THE SHERWOOD HEADS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
By  A. F. FENTIMAN 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Sketches donated by Adrian Sherwood, 1992 
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