Bridging Time
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windmill aged 15. Mr & Mrs Wright ran it. When the win
d

was too strong Mr W.

had to work it"

"Hippodrome, up in the Gods".

"Sunday evening walking in the market up and down, it was called the Rope Walk but w
e cal l it the Bunny Run"

"Got a two-penny stuffing o r four penny batch at Boffins. You could smell it all over town".
Edward Melly

In 1907 Melly
gave land for a
new park in the
town of Nuneaton.

"Saturday & Sunday nights we used to go to the pictures or dancing at the Co-op Hall,

St George's & Queens Hall, Sterling Metals & Courtau

lds".
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Introduction to the Gold Belt

Foreword by Dennis Harvey, Leader of the Council

The Gold Belt, under the Vicarage Street bridge,
links Riversley Park and the George Eliot
Memorial Gardens. This booklet records some
of the fascinating detail which lies behind the
production of a piece of public art. It includes
Alisha Miller’s statement of her aims and the
thinking that led her to the final result. From
page nine it shows details of the individual work
by the pupils and images that inspired these
drawings and are part of the finished Gold Belt.
Amongst them are quotations from the
reminiscence session - proof that history is
about people as well as things. Pages 28-31
show the people, young and old, who took part
in the project, followed by artwork done for the
project but not included in the final design.

I am delighted to give this project the full
support of the Council. Alisha Miller’s piece of
public art will appeal to residents and visitors
who appreciate the delightful gardens and open
spaces of Riversley Park and the George Eliot
Memorial Gardens. I have felt for a long time
that we need more public art and sculpture.
With another project already under way in
Bedworth, I hope we can look forward to more
works of art to add to the sense of identity and
distinctiveness in our borough.

2 John Burton, September 2003

It is good to see the preparation and planning
for ‘The Gold Belt’ recorded for posterity in the
form of this fascinating commemorative booklet.
All the participants will receive copies and in
years to come some of the children featured
here will bring their own children to see the
belt, and tell them the story of their contribution
to the history of the town which Alisha Miller’s
work so skilfully shows.
Finally, we must thank the Local Heritage
Initiative, the Countryside Agency and
Warwickshire County Council for their financial
support. Without it we would still have a bare
wall.

THE GOLD BELT by ALISHA MILLER
My inspiration for the Gold Belt along the walk
way under the new Vicarage Street bridge came
from my research into Riversley Park and my
love for the history of Nuneaton. As a child I
often visited Riversley Park to play on the
swings, have picnics, paddle in the whale pool
or walk through on my way to the Pingles. My
interest in Nuneaton’s history was passionately
passed on to me by my grandma. Many nights
were spent listening to her childhood tales of
Abbey Green, the town centre and walks
through Riversley Park.
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When I was asked to create a piece of artwork
that related to the park, to the town’s heritage,
and would also include working with members
of the community, both young and old, I knew
immediately that my childhood memories and
love of old photographs would play an important
part in the work. I was keen to pass on
Nuneaton’s history to the younger community
and I also wanted to reminisce with older
members of the community as I once did with
my grandma.
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Every school in the town was invited to

We then held a reminiscence session and some

participate in the workshops for the project and
advertisements and notices were sent to

of the comments and asides from the older
community are included on the belt and in this

approriate venues for older members of the

booklet. Pictures of all the participants in the

public. Local historian John Burton, an ex-

workshops appear on pages 28-31. The gold

teacher, contributed pictures and took part in
the discussions. We held two workshops for

belt owes much to them all!

children and students where I taught them how
to create sepia toned and old fashioned tinted
images from John’s pictures of the town. Most
of the final images on the gold belt have come
from those workshops and from the pupils’
choice of images.
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I then had to consider how I would deal with

My research for a piece of public artwork for

the space under the bridge, using the images
chosen from the pupils as well as others of my

Nuneaton began with a look at the origins of
the park and the name itself. In 1907 Edward

own. I had to assess how people used the old

Melly, a local businessman and philanthropist

walk way and what they felt about it. It seemed

gave the land for the park to Nuneaton. During

to have quite a bad reputation, as it was dark,
dingy and intimidating. It had even been

his time in Nuneaton Melly became mayor twice,
alderman, county councillor and JP. He was

referred to as ‘rat attack’. The new bridge would

made a Freeman of the Borough in 1930. In

be lit and would have a wider walk way. My

1913 he proposed a museum and art gallery

vision was to try to give the walk way a new
feeling as well as linking the artwork to

for the town. It opened in 1917 and Melly later
became curator for life.

Nuneaton’s history.
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Edward Melly

Edward Melly was passionate in his belief that

Melly’s motto was “A good reputation is better

the park would cater for children, especially
what he called the ‘waifs and strays’. There were

than a gold belt”. I immediately thought of the

swings and play areas from the start, and he

and wondered to myself whether a gold belt
would be better than a bad reputation. I also

also gave swans for the park. All these feature

bad reputation the public felt the walk way had

on the gold belt. His wealthy family home in
Liverpool was called “Riversley”. The family

felt that gold would be a fantastic colour to bring

connection in our park’s name is clear but I also

suggestive of wealth and richness in many
cultures. It is a beautiful colour and would be

like to think of Riversley as an appropriate play
on words since the River Anker runs through it
and plays a fundamental part in the landscape

into the walk way and Riversley Park. Gold is

really eye-catching and reflective as it glistens
alongside the river.

and visual beauty of the park.
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The image of a belt is in my opinion a strong
recognisable image that I’m sure everyone can
relate to. Using a leather belt would also connect
to the Wool and Leather factory which used to
stand on the Sainsbury’s site, directly behind
the walk way. I chose a miner’s belt to connect
with Nuneaton’s mining heritage. The belt would
then be decorated with a composition of the
children’s drawings and quotations from older
residents. The drawings relate to some of the
key features in Nuneaton’s visual history and
industrial heritage as well as to fond memories
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of Riversley Park.

Nuneaton Wool and Leather works

REGINALD STANLEY
Reginald Stanley had a huge influence on the
visual appearance of Nuneaton, an influence
which is still there. Impressive Lansdowne
Terrace and Stanley’s Mansion - now a Rotary
Home, both in Manor Court Road, the Gate
Temperance Hotel on the corner of Abbey Gate,
the old Liberal Club on the corner of Stratford
Street all reflect his tastes in buildings and his
generosity as a benefactor. Born in Cornwall in
1838 he went to seek and make his fortune
gold prospecting in Montana. In 1867 he
returned, now a wealthy man, and went into
the blue brick business with his brother and
brother-in-law. Later he added coal mines and
engineering interests to brick making and
terracotta ware. A Liberal and a staunch
opponent of alcohol, he helped build several
local Methodist churches. He died in 1914.
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TUTTLE HILL AND THE WINDMILL
The windmill on Tuttle Hill was a significant local
landmark with its unusual five sails, installed
after the four earlier ones were wrecked in a
gale in 1905.
Clara Crangle recalls:
“I was in service at the windmill when I was 15
and 16, in about 1930. Mr and Mrs Wright ran
it. When the wind got too strong Mr Wright had
to go and work the windmill. He wouldn’t let
anyone else when the wind was strong.
I was paid ten shillings (50p) a week plus keep.
I didn’t know what to spend it on at first. I had
never had any money. I had Sunday off and
because I lived in Heath End Road Mrs Wright
got me a bike. It cost three pounds!”
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ABBEY GREEN
It was the coming of the abbey in 1155 that
was to change the Saxon village of Eaton
recorded in the Domesday Survey of 1086, into
the medieval town of Nuneaton with its royal
charters for markets and a fair.
The abbey exploited the land it owned by
developing the market and land to generate
income. In so doing it shaped modern Nuneaton
by producing the spine of Bridge Street, Market
Place and Abbey Street. A smaller community
developed near the abbey. Its largely 19th
century descendant is what we now know as
Abbey Green with its church school founded in
1847. The ruins of the abbey were used as a
basis for a reborn church of St Mary’s in 1877
to serve the expanding west side of the town.
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FLOUR MILL
The miller was an important member of early
communities, open in hard times to corruption.
Nuneaton had a mill alongside the Anker for
1000 years. The mill before the one shown here
was destroyed by fire in 1885. Its replacement,
pictured here, dated from 1886 and was a huge
six-storey blue brick structure which dominated
the skyline in the town centre. It was demolished
in 1973 and the Department for Work and
Pensions is now on the site.
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GEORGE ELIOT OBELISK AND BRIDGE
The George Eliot Memorial Gardens date from
1952. They were laid out on the site of gardens
formerly belonging to the large houses in Church
Street, one of which featured in George Eliot’s
‘Janet’s Repentance’.
Financial and other support came from all over
the world and the obelisk itself was moved from
its original place in Arbury Park and installed
beside the river. The garden has been improved
by the addition in 2002 of the Golden Jubilee
footbridge over the weir which has made the
space more accessible, given greater
prominence to the obelisk, and will encourage
more people to walk past and admire the Gold
Belt on their way to Riversley Park, Sainsbury’s,
the Museum and Art Gallery, the Pingles and
Attleborough.
George Eliot Statue in Newdegate Square
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FAMILY GROUP STATUE
Statues, sculpture and public art are not new
to Nuneaton or to Riversley Park, although they
do not appear to have an auspicious history! In
1957 this eight-foot high statue was installed
in front of the Museum and Art Gallery. It was
produced by local art student Peter Colquitt,
aged 20, and was made of specially hardened
plaster. He was encouraged and praised by Mr
E Helliwell, Head of Nuneaton School of Art.
Others did not agree. The Evening Tribune
carried a front page story to stir the controversy,
quoting ‘a bystander’ as saying “It is a disgrace
to modern art.” Another bystander added “It is
up here permanently to be an eye-sore for a
long time.”A cafe waitress said “What a horriblelooking thing, it doesn’t look finished.”
A clergyman at a bus stop said that it was
14 “Not too bad an effort for a young person.”

However, having fanned the flames, the Tribune
editorial came down in favour of the artist. It
pointed out that “Great names in sculpture like
Epstein and Henry Moore have seldom pleased
the hoi-poloi” and castigates the critics by urging
them to “cast the beam of ignorance from their
eyes and ask themselves what work did they
do of lasting value when they were 20?”

THE AVIARY
The Aviary has now disappeared, along with the
greenhouses, tropical house and various other
Park Keepers’ huts, outhouses and shelters
which have been built over the years. Many
parks used to have aviaries; very few still have
them. They are victims of high cost (few
authorities now have park keepers) and
vandalism, although even in the early 1960s
the local paper was complaining about
vandalism in Riversley Park when benches were
thrown into the river and flower beds trampled.
The Aviary was built in 1962 to a modern and
interesting design. It was impressive enough
for Friths to produce a postcard of it.
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NAKED WRESTLING MEN
In 1961 another piece of sculpture produced a
‘shock, horror’ reaction in the local press and
the Council Chamber. The subject was a statue
of two naked boys wrestling, created by Mr
Helliwell of the Nuneaton School of Art.
Nuneaton in the 1960s still had problems with
nudity in sculpture, especially if the figures were
men. The sculpture was designed to be placed
in Bond Gate, but at some stage needed repair
and seems to have been lodged in the foyer of
the museum without the permission of the
curator or the relevant committee. In a Council
meeting the air was loud with exchanges of
philistinism such as “I suggest it goes on top of
the 12-storey flats.”
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An alternate solution from the same councillor
was that it should go in the river, but another
complained that constantly retrieving it from
the river would cost the council money. Another
said “Nobody wants it....and they don’t know
where to put it.” Others said “I am not too fond
of this particular sort of art” and “Our job should
be to save the ratepayers’ money, and not spend
it.” Eventually Councillor Thomas expressed
surprise that a “responsible citizen should talk
about throwing the work into the river” and said
that since the law now deemed Lady Chatterley’s
Lover not to be obscene, he could not see how
the statue could be.
The statue was sold to a member of the public
but it was damaged by frost over the years and
ended its days in a skip.

THE BANDSTAND
The Bandstand has been a popular venue, a
focal point in the park ever since it opened. It
was built as part of the original design and
appears on all the early postcard views. Soon
after the park opened there were requests for
electric lighting to enable evening concerts to
take place. There is no doubt that in the days
before television it provided a welcome
spectacle, as well as a place for young men
and women to meet.
“There used to be hundreds of us
young people. We’d meet in Riversley Park
at the Bandstand, and often we’d spend
Sunday evenings walking up and down,
especially in the Market Place, which we
called the Bunny Run.”
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SWANS AND BRIDGES
There have been a number of bridges over the
river but in the early years there were two, both
visible on early postcards. The first timber
footbridge was 12 feet wide and a second, 9
feet wide, was installed in 1909. Timber bridges
do not last for ever and a pre-stressed concrete
bridge was installed at a cost of £2,410 in 1950.
There have been others, and the latest, over
the weir, was installed in 2002.
The swans are always a feature of the riverside
and the council records for 1907 show them
offering to pay Edward Melly £2 to provide five
swans.
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WAR MEMORIALS
The war memorial is carved out of granite and
was installed opposite the museum in 1920.
After the Second World War names of the dead
were added to it. The Remembrance Day Service
is held here. In the immediate vicinity are other
memorials to the fallen in wars. Adjacent to
Coton Road and appropriately opposite the ExServicemen’s Club is the statue of a soldier
which commemorates those from Nuneaton who
died in the South African Campaigns. It was
unveiled in 1905 in Bond Gate and later moved
to its present position. Behind the museum is a
Garden of Memory, opened in 1953 along with
a covered room to house a Book of
Remembrance (now kept in the Museum). In
2000 it was opened up and redesigned. It
specifically commemorates members of the
Warwickshire Regiment.
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THE MUSEUM AND ART GALLERY
The Museum and Art Gallery was another gift
to the town from Edward Melly, whose portrait
is prominently displayed. It had been suggested
by him in 1914. After the council secured a loan
of £200 to lay out the area, the museum was
built and opened by Melly on 1st April, 1917.
Several of the curators are commemorated by
room names.It was enlarged in 1991, so that
there is extra gallery space and the Registry
Office and Tea Rooms are now part of the
building.

20

THE MILLENNIUM FOUNTAIN
A stunning and exciting feature. Is it art? Is it
moving sculpture? However we describe it, the
inspiration came from a similar fountain in our
twin town of Roanne, and is becoming a
recognisable logo for the town. Even when the
fountain is not working (when it is too windy or
too cold) the metal rods have an appearance of
sculpture. As for all public features there were
critics who complained of its position or its cost,
but most residents now like it and are quite
proud to take visitors on a detour to see it!
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GEORGE ELIOT MEMORIAL GARDEN

George Eliot Gardens, June 1952.
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Once the back gardens of houses in Church
Street, including the building known to George
Eliot readers as ‘Lawyer Dempster’s House’ in
‘Janet’s Repentance’. The line of houses was
destroyed by bomb damage in 1941. After the
war the George Eliot Fellowship and the mayor
at the time suggested the land should be used
as garden to commemorate George Eliot. A
worldwide appeal was launched and a
competition held to design the gardens. They
were opened in 1952 before the Vicarage Street
road was opened between Coton Road and
Church Street. The special features shown here
have now gone but there is a wreath-laying
ceremony in June every year organised by the
George Eliot Fellowship.

From the Flour Mill, April 1962, showing new
road linking Coton Road and Church Street.

STANLEY BRICKS
There are examples of Reginald Stanley’s
decorated bricks all around Nuneaton. Victorians
and Edwardians were much keener on pattern
and decoration, which is often seen on
Terracotta. Barclays Bank in the Market Place is
an exceptionally good example. Rows of bricks
just below the guttering in turn of the century
housing are frequently decorated, like our
illustration. Manor Court Road has some
wonderful examples which are picked up in the
sunflower pillar on Abbey Green.

Aerial view of Stanley’s Brickyard
alongside Croft Road in 1966
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TOWN CLOCK IN THE MARKET PLACE
The Town Clock is widely seen as a symbol for
Nuneaton since it is instantly recognised, as is
the rest of the Market Place. Market days see it
as a bustling busy centre offering good value
and variety to shoppers who come into town
from the surrounding area. All the Market Place
pubs have now gone and in the last 40 years
shops have changed at an alarming pace. But
enough buildings remain as they appear always
to have been for us to feel comfortable there,
and on the whole the town has retained its
human scale,with very few high buildings to
dwarf or intimidate us.
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Nuneaton Market Place in May 1951

ABBEY STREET
The main street linking the town to the abbey,
and once home to a high percentage of the
town’s population in the crowded and unhealthy
courts of the 19th century. The photograph
shows the Scala cinema.
“When I was a girl the Scala was a bit posh,
and it cost more to go there than to the Royal
in Stratford Street. It was twopence or twopence
halfpenny there, but it was fourpence at the
Tatler.”
Edna Gibbons
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THE GATE HOTEL
Built by Reginald Stanley in 1898 as a
temperance hotel, Nuneaton’s drinking classes
did not take to it, but it remains as an
extraordinary building, now in use as a clothing
and school uniform shop, having served a
number of purposes in the last century.
“George Rymell, his wife was in the amateurs,
used to give dancing lessons at the Gate and at
the Conservative Club.”
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THE HIPPODROME
Built in 1900 as The Prince of Wales, it welcomed
many famous variety artists but ended its days
in the 1960s showing films. The building has
now gone. When the Anker flooded regularly it
caused havoc to the Hippodrome in Bond Gate.
“We used to go to the Hippodrome and sat up
in the gods. Before we went in we used to get a
twopenny stuffing or a fourpenny batch from
Boffins.”
Edna Gibbons
“There were benches for the kids to sit on at
the Royal in the 1930s. They all sat together
and then a man came and sat on the end,
pushed them with his knee and the child at the
other end fell off the bench.”
Irene Labram
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Children (aged 7- 11) who took part in the
Bridge Workshop on 2nd November, 2002:
Samantha Brettell
Emma Wellington
Louis Ford
Eve Ford
Joanne McCarthy
Shaun Wood
Ruby Davies
Joe Davies
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Laura Parry
Michael Parry
Ellie Beech
Rhiannon Beech
Connor Kendal
Amelia Ford
Jonathan Ford
Hope Newton
Eve Newton

Children (aged 12 - 16) who took part in the
Bridge Workshop on 9th November, 2002:
Laura Swanborough
Charlotte Ford
Ede Roche
Edward Vernon
Charlotte Norwood
Eve Borton
Rhiannon Foster
Nadia Mirza
Sukhraj Uppter
Jade Brogan
Amy Vale
Catherine Cheung
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Senior citizens who took part
in the Reminiscence Workshop
on 17th June, 2003
Iris Matthews
Iris Davis
Sheila Spellman
Trish Bull
Brian Sutton
Barbara Smedley
Irene Labram
Emma Carter
Edna Gibbons
Dorinda Asplin
Clara Crangle
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“There was lots to do on Saturday and Sunday
nights. We used to go to the pictures or dancing.
There were lots of places for dancing - the Coop Hall, or the Ambulance Hall, or St. George’s
Hall. Then there were dances at Sterling Metals,
Courtaulds and the Queens Hall, and there were
three or four picture places. At Galley Common
at the pub they had dances in the garage. It
was lit by paraffin lamp but the light didn’t reach
the middle of the floor, so we all used to dance
in the middle!”

“I remember on the Sunday School Treats, at
Heath End Wesley Reform Chapel, marching
round to and from Bermuda village, then College
Street, and we paused and sang to all the
inmates of the workhouse who crowded outside
to watch. They looked so old. It was one of the
highlights for me.”
Emma Carter
“When I was four years old I blacked my eyes
slipping on the wet kitchen floor and I fell up an
old fashioned gas cooker. That gave me the two
black eyes. Then later we went to the
pantomime to see Humpty Dumpty. They sang
‘Two lovely black eyes’ and I thought they were
singing it to me.”
Trish Bull
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WORKSHOP SESSIONS
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WORKSHOP SESSIONS
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WORKSHOP SESSIONS
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We cannot over-estimate the importance of financial
support from The Countryside Agency, Warwickshire
County Council and Nuneaton & Bedworth Borough
Council. Their logos appear on the inside cover.
Individuals working for these authorities provided
help. So we thank:
Chris Tomlin, from the Local Heritage Initiative (a
partnership between the Heritage Lottery Fund,
Nationwide Building Society and The Countryside
Agency); Claire Hudson from Warwickshire County
Arts; Peter Bones, project manager for the new
bridge; Dawn Ford from the NBBC Regeneration team
who co-ordinated and organized things behind the
scenes, and provided funding from the heritage
section of the Community Plan. We are indebted to
Chris Parry from the Borough Council for his design
skills and patience.

Once we had funding the creative work began. So
we thank the pupils who attended the workshops
and provided ideas and enthusiasm. They will now
be part of our history. Then the pensioners, who
brought some wonderful human stories from their
own history and made us appreciate that we are all
at different points on the river of time.
Transforming the ideas of the pupils and Alisha into
the work of art on the bridge was the task of local
firm Art Fabrications. Their skills and willingness to
work closely with Alisha was crucial to its success.
This booklet gives brief historical notes. Readers
wanting more should go to the following, all of which
were consulted in our research.
• Nuneaton Past and Present by John Burton (2000)
• Nuneaton in Old Photographs by Clews and
Vaughan (1988)

• Research material on Riversley Park by David
Hardill (2000)
• Nuneaton by Peter Lee (2000)
• From Eaton to Nuneaton by E A Veasey (2000)
• Nuneaton by E A Veasey (2002)
All the photographs are by John Burton or from his
collection, except for the following:
Edward Melly (p.6) reproduced by permission of
Nuneaton Museum & Art Gallery; Wool and Leather
(p.8), George Eliot Gardens (p.22), Stanley’s
Brickyard (p.23), Market Place (p.24) are all from
the Reg Bull Collection by permission of Warwickshire
County Record Office; Aviary (p.15) by permission
of Frith; ‘Family’ (p.14) and wrestling men (p.16)
from Nuneaton Evening Tribune; additional
photograph of ‘Family’ by Geoff Edmands, from
the Peter Lee collection.
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