
John Corbett – the ‘King of Salt’  
From narrow boat skipper to M.P.

THE CORBETT family could trace 

his ancestry right back to the Norman 

Conquest. Joseph Corbett, born 1797 

in Kingswinford and the father of 

John Corbett, is thought to have been 

a farmer in Ludlow where at the age 

of 20 he met and married local girl 

Hannah Cole on 13 April 1817.  

The entrepreneurial Joseph left farm-

ing and subsequently bought a boat 

yard at Brierley Hill where he and his 

wife are said to have run a very  

successful canal boat business.   

They had 6 children – John born 

1817, Mary Anne born 1819, who 

married Thomas Milward in 1837 (7 

children); Joseph born 1822, hotel 

keeper, who married Jane McDougall 

about 1843 and probably had 13 or 

14 children and emigrated to Aus-

tralia in 1858; William born 1824, 

died in infancy, Henry born 1826, to-

bacconist and coal merchant, married 

and had 5 children; David born 1830, 

one child and Thomas born 1833 and 

died unmarried in 1906.  
 

Joseph eventually expanded the 
canal boat business and having pur-
chased and had constructed barges 
of various sizes, became a carrier of 
goods and merchandise.  
 
His oldest son John attended Mr 
Gurney's School at Brierley Hill as 
a child and from the age of 10 
helped on his father's boats. At the 
age of 14 he skippered a barge from 
their Midlands depot to London. 
 
John devoted much of his leisure 
time to unaided study of mechani-
cal problems and at the age of 23, 
in 1840, he was apprenticed for 5 
years to W. Lester, chief engineer 
of Hunt & Brown of the Leys iron-
works, Stourbridge. 
 
Six years later he very reluctantly  
abandoned his engineering career 
to become his father's partner and  
Corbett & Son was established.  
 
Their boat yard maintained a large 
fleet of barges transporting trade 
goods and commodities like iron 
ore, coal, timber and salt between   
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the commercial centres of Stafford-
shire, London, Liverpool and Man-
chester. 
 
Salt – A vital Mineral 
 
The Romans called Droitwich  
'Salinae' as its natural brine springs 
were already known. The springs rise 
from beneath the town and are said 
to be 10 times saltier than  
ordinary seawater and even saltier 
than the Dead Sea. 
 
The Industrial Revolution had made 
salt a vital mineral for various  
chemical processes and brine water 
was plentiful in the surrounding area 
of Worcester, which had its own 
canal waterways. Therefore the 
transportation of salt by barge from 
Stoke Prior would have been the 
most efficient means and through his 
business dealings would have made 
John Corbett aware of the British  
Alkali Company, its output and its 
production problems.  
 
By 1828 vast sums of money had 
been spent in the sinking of brine pits 
and the erection of salt works at 
Stoke Prior. The depth of the brine 
springs and the inflow of fresh water 
from neighbouring springs made 
production costly. Six owners in turn 
became bankrupt and even when the 
property was divided between two 
rival companies there was no better 
result.  

 
The production of salt from brine 
was done by means of heating the    
 
 
 
 

brine in large lead pans with very 
hot wood fires to evaporate the-
moisture. The large, lead made pans 
used were not practical because  
they could melt at the extremely 
high temperatures created in the 
process.  
Gradually through the second half 
of the century iron made pans were  
introduced and locally mined coal 
replaced timber as fuel. 
There was concern at this time 
about the amount of wood being 
used as fuel because whole forests 
were being cut down and burned in  
manufacturing processes through-
out the country. 
 
By the 1850's canal boat owners 
were finding it increasingly difficult 
to compete with the speed and effi-
ciency of the railways and in 1852 
Joseph and John sold their business.  
 
 
THE SALT KING 
 
In 1853, John Corbett used his 
share of the proceeds to purchase 
the then disused six acre salt works 
that was owned by the British Al-
kali Company on the west bank of  
Brindley's Worcester and  
Birmingham canal at Stoke Prior.  
 
Within a few years he transformed 
the works and working methods. 
He lined new brine pits with cast-
iron cylinders to prevent the inflow 
of fresh water. These were sunk to 
a depth of 1000 feet. Large volumes 
of water were forced down the 
pipes to extract the brine, evap -  
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orating the water in large iron pans 
and through a system of pipes he 
was able to double the intensity of 
the heat and the steam to produced 
a whiter, finely grained salt. His vi-
sion for improving the business was 
impressive and he supervised the 
buying of fifty canal barges, the cut-
ting of tributaries from the canal to 
where the salt was stored, the build-
ing of a railway to carry coal to and 
from the places which could not be 
reached by water.  
He also built a foundry, a wagon  
factory; fitting shops, saw mills and 
a brickyard. Seven depots for stor-
ing and selling salt were established 
in London.  
During the next 25 years he con-
verted an annual output of 26,000 
tons of salt to 200,000 tons and built 
up a near perfect system of salt man-
ufacture.  
 
He built model houses for his work 
people as well as gardens, schools, 
lecture rooms, a clubhouse and a  
dispensary. 
 
John Corbett was a philanthropic  
employer and did much to improve 
the working and living conditions 
for his employees. 
 
He abolished female labour at the 
works in 1859, an act that is  
commemorated by a window in 
Stoke Prior church from money 
raised by public subscription. 
 
John Corbett had single handedly 
transformed and revolutionised  
 
 
 
 

what was basically a cottage indus-
try into a thriving, major industrial 
plant.  He became known as the 
‘Salt King’. 
 
John Corbett – Family Man 
 
In April 1856 he had married Anna 
Eliza O'Meara who was born in 
France, daughter of John O'Meara 
of Tipperary. 
 
In 1861 they were living at Rigby 
Hall, Stoke Prior with 3 daughters, 
Mary Eliza (1858-1951), Anna Ca-
mille (1859-1927) and Kathleen (or 
Katherine) Hannah Matilda (1861-
1927), mother in law, Eliza O'Mara, 
his wife's nephew, John Dubois and 
6 servants.  
 
He and Anna added two sons 
Walter John (1867-1904) and 
Roger John (1863-1942) and 
another daughter Clare (1876-
1965) to their family. 
 
In 1868 while still managing the 
salt works, he had unsuccessfully  
contested the Droitwich parliamen-
tary seat against the Conservative 
candidate Sir John Pakington.  
 
He and Pakington became rivals 
and it was partly due to this rivalry 
and his desire to upstage Pakington 
that in about 1870 he bought from 
Lord Somers the large estate of 
Impney near Droitwich. 
 
Ironically many years later one of 
John's grandchildren married a  
Pakington. 
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Family holidays were taken at 
Towyn on the Welsh coast and John 
purchased from Athelstan Corbett 
(unrelated) the Manor of Ynas-
Maen-Gwyn near Towyn.  
He contributed to the town of 
Towyn by financing the construc-
tion of an esplanade and sea wall.  
A plaque can be seen at the northern 
end to commemorate this fact.  
  
Although John had great success in 
his businesses his wife, Anna, 
missed her elegant Parisian lifestyle 
and the French upbringing she had 
enjoyed before marriage.  
So alongside running a successful 
business, Corbett spent 10 years  
constructing Chateau Impney on the 
Impney estate to assuage his  
homesick wife. It was built in the 
French, Francis I style with a  
‘Versailles’ garden and completed in 
1875 cost a staggering £247,000 
(over £7 million in today’s money).  
 
Chateau Impney still stands today, 
as a stunning grade II listed building 
in park like surroundings, now an 
hotel and well-known landmark, 
just outside Droitwich Spa. 
 
Despite this lavish and romantic 
gesture they separated shortly after 
the chateau was completed and 
amazingly after nearly 30 years of 
marriage. 
 
John Corbett owned the Stoke Prior 
Salt Works until 1889 when he sold 
the whole complex to the Salt Union 
Ltd for £660,000 and a seat on the 
board. 
 

John Corbett -   
 Philanthropist 
 
John Corbett helped to change a 
grim industrial town into a fashion-
able spa in the late 19th century.  
He paid for the Salters Hall,  
St Andrew’s Brine Baths, and the 
Worcestershire Hotel to be built 
around Victoria Square and the 
Raven Hotel which was converted 
from the old St Andrew’s Manor 
House. The Worcestershire Brine 
Baths Hotel at Droitwich was built 
in 1891. 
 
He instigated the rebuilding of the 
GWR railway station, Worcester 
(of the old Oxford, Worcester and 
Wolverhampton Railway), and as a 
consequence even more visitors 
flocked to the town to use the spa  
facilities.  
 
His benevolence also included 
Almshouses for retired salt makers 
near Wychbold.   
 
In 1892 he bought 'The Hill' estate 
(30 acres) at Amblecote for 
£6,500.00. It had stood empty and 
dilapidated for some years. He 
spent a further £5000 to restore and  
convert the buildings and presented 
both to a board of trustees for the  
funding of the Corbett Hospital to 
cater for the local poor people of 
Stourbridge, Brierley Hill, Kings-
winford, Wordsley, Brockmoor, 
Quarry Bank, Amblecote, Delph, 
Wollaston, Upperswinford, Ped-
more, Hagley, Lye Watse, Lye and 
Wollescote. 
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It was opened on 31 July 1893. 
 
To Brierley Hill he presented a 
church clock and memorial win-
dows to his parents. 
 
It was for John Corbetts’ many acts 
of benevolence that he is best  
remembered in Worcestershire and 
a road at Stoke Prior, near to the salt 
works, bears his name. 
 
The French word for a raven is  
‘corbeau’ and John Corbett adopted 
the raven as his family emblem. It 
can be seen on many buildings in  
Worcestershire including a school at 
Stoke Prior. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

John Corbett – MP 
 
By 1874 the parliamentary defeat of 
1868 was reversed and he was 
elected as a member of Parliament.  
In 1880 he retained the seat and on 
the merging of the old borough in 
the Mid-Worcestershire division he 
was returned unopposed. 
He was never prominent in debate 
in the Commons however he 
showed an interest in local taxa-
tion, alterations to the law on land 
tenure and was an advocate of 
women's suffrage. 
 

He was re-elected at three sub-
sequent general elections, joining 
the breakaway Liberal Unionists 
when the Liberal Party split in 1886 
over Home Rule for Ireland which 
he opposed.  
 
He retired as M.P. upon dissolution 
of Parliament in 1892.John was the 
supporter of many philanthropic  
institutions in the Midlands.  
 
He contributed to the funds of  
Birmingham University, of which 
he was a governor and of Broms-
grove Cottage Hospital. 
 
Born on 12 June 1817, he died on 
22 April 1901 and was buried in the 
churchyard of St Michaels, Stoke 
Prior, Worcestershire. His youngest 
brother Thomas is buried alongside 
his plot. 
 
During his lifetime John Corbett 
had risen from running a successful 
boat yard, to being the ‘Salt King’,  
director of several banks, a J.P., the 
deputy Lieutenant of Merioneth-
shire and a Liberal M.P.  
A truly remarkable Midlander. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
There are several  researchers  connected to this 
family.   Bibliography: Who Was Who 1897-
1911, Dictionary of National Biography 1901-
1911, Black Country Bugle, Various Censuses  
(See also 'John Corbett, Pillar of Salt 1817-1901' 
by Barbara Midlemass and Joe Hunt.) 
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