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INTRODUCTION


The Little Book of Birmingham is, as the title suggests, a little book, about Birmingham – a little bit about a lot – not a boring gazetteer or a glossy, overproduced promotional guide to the city, but a down-to-earth collection of quirky and interesting facts that will have you saying ‘I didn’t know I didn’t know that!’


I feel sure you will read something here that you will commit to memory and will rush off and tell your friends about. In fact, why not go up to a complete stranger on the no. 11 bus and tell him if he travelled the full circle he’d go past 266 bus stops; then go to Harborne and tell people a man from there once grew the biggest gooseberry ever produced in England; then for good measure tell them that Noele Gordon from Crossroads was called Noele because she was born on Christmas Day . . . I guarantee it will be a great way to make new friends.


If these people ignore you, you can always go home and snuggle up in bed with the next chapter of The Little Book of Birmingham, safe in the knowledge that you are part of the great city that is Birmingham, even though there are six roads that meet at Five Ways, the site of the last public hanging was marked by a plaque in the wrong place and that a wallaby ‘christened’ the floor at the opening of the International Convention Centre!


Intrigued? I hope so.


Read on and discover more about the past and present of the ‘City of a Thousand Trades’, in more than a thousand quirky facts . . . just don’t recite them to me on the no. 11 bus!


Norman Bartlam, 2011


WHAT THEY SAID ABOUT BRUM


‘The only prosperous people were the publicans. What have people got to do but drink here? It’s their only comfort’.


William White report to Parliament in 1867


‘A Brummie is anyone born in striking distance of Longbridge’.


Many comedians


‘I’m in this immense industrial city where they make excellent knives, scissors, springs, files and goodness knows what else and besides these, music too. And how well! It’s terrifying how much these people here manage to achieve.’


Dvorák on a visit to Birmingham, 1880


‘Birmingham: the hardware town, where there were ten times as many metal workers as there were builders, ten times as many general tradesmen and craftsmen as professional men.’


Universal British Dictionary


‘The whirl of the wheels and noise of machinery shook the trembling walls. The fires whose lurid sullen light had been visible for miles blazed fiercely up on the great works and factories of the town.’


Charles Dickens


‘Birmingham, swarming with inhabitants and echoing with the noise of anvils.’


Camden


‘One has no great hope of Birmingham. I always say there is something direful in the sound.’


Mrs Elton in Emma by Jane Austen


‘The Clent Hills offer an escape for pale faced artisans and over laboured clerks broken loose for a few happy days from the din and smoke of the more distant Birmingham.’


Hugh Miller, traveller in First Impressions of


England and Its People


‘A vile, stone clad bruiser; a huge bulge of beige and glass, draped in pretty detail in a ridiculous attempt to hide its hideous size. It’s an elephant in a tutu.’


Tom Dyckhoff of The Times describes the new Bullring


‘There is land for six ploughs.’


The Domesday Book


‘We are a city of Philosophers; we work with our heads and make the boobies of Birmingham work with us with their hands.’


Dr Johnson of Lichfield, 1776


‘I approached her [Birmingham] with reluctance, because I did not know her; I shall leave her with reluctance, because I do.’


William Hutton, 1781


‘Birmingham is the home of the best traditions of municipal life and I am well assured that these traditions will be upheld in the future as they have been in the past.’


King Edward VII, 1909


‘Probably in no other age or country was there ever such an astonishing display of human ingenuity as may be found in Birmingham.’


Robert Southey, poet, 1807
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EARLY DAYS


IN THE BEGINNING


The name Birmingham came from the Anglo-Saxon words ‘ham’, or homestead, of the family, ‘ing’, of ‘Beorma’, or Birm.


Birmingham consisted of just nine families and the household of the Lord of the Manor when the Domesday Book was compiled in 1086.


A DOZEN PLACE NAMES FROM THE DOMESDAY BOOK












	

Sutone:




	

Sutton Coldfield









	

Celboldstone:




	

Edgbaston









	

Estone:




	

Aston









	

Nordfield:




	

Northfield









	

Escelie:




	

Selly Oak









	

Nortune:




	

Kings Norton









	

Museleie:




	

Moseley









	

Gerlei:




	

Yardley









	

Pirio:




	

Perry Barr









	

Horeborne:




	

Harborne









	

Honesworde:




	

Handsworth









	

Merstone:




	

Marston Green












The Bullring is often a disappointment for our Spanish visitors as it is not the place to see bulls being attacked with swords, and never has been. Neither is it a place for particularly good tapas, but that’s beside the point. The Bullring was a metal ring in the ground where farmers tethered their bulls at the market.


Peter de Birmingham gained a charter to have a market in Birmingham in 1166. At that time the small settlement was clustered around his moated manor house at the present-day Bullring.


In 1250 William de Birmingham was granted ‘de right’ to have a four-day fair at ‘Ascension tide’.


The ‘oldest piece of work done by men’s hands in the town’ is thought to be the tomb of one of the de Birmingham family members who died in 1306.


The last of the de Birmingham family, Edward, was born in 1497 and was only three when he succeeded his grandfather to the manor of Birmingham.


Edward de Bimingham was arrested over an incident with John Dudley, 1st Duke of Northumberland, and imprisoned in the Tower of London for four years until being pardoned in 1536.


The name Bullring appears as ‘LeBulrynge’ in a document related to land owned by the King Edward Schools in 1552.


When new building plots were put up for sale on Temple Street in 1743 the accompanying blurb noted they had, ‘adjoining fields with a prospect of four miles distant.’


Birmingham-born John Rogers was burned at the stake in London in 1555 after condemning the religious views of the new Queen Mary. A plaque in his honour can be seen in Digbeth.


Northfield still keeps the pound, but it can’t be spent in the nearby pub, although it is attached to it. This pound is the one where stray animals were locked up and released when the owner paid a suitable fine and it has been there for over 500 years.


Anne Boleyn, the queen who lost her head over Henry VIII, was a notable parishioner of St Leonard’s Church at Frankley.


The stump of the Selly Oak tree was placed in the nearby park after being felled by a fella, or maybe tree fellas, in 1909 at the junction where the main roads met in Selly Oak. This is the tree from which the name of the suburb derives.


Bartley Green is also linked to the local flora and fauna. It was known as Berchelai Whein, which means a clearing of birch trees.


In the autumn of 1642, with the outbreak of Civil War between Parliament and King Charles I, the first great clash took place at Edgehill, around 30 miles from Brum. The king passed through Birmingham and addressed his troops. The place where he stopped off became known as Kingstanding, which somehow sounds better than Kingsittingdown. It has, however, been suggested that a ‘Standing’ was another name for a hunting lodge but that doesn’t make such a good story!


Many people assume that Alum Rock is so called because a local company, Southall’s, dug artesian wells beneath their premises and came across a layer of rock, a whitish mineral salt which was known as Alum Rock. Historian Carl Chinn points out that the name of the area actually dates back to at least 1760, many years before Southall’s were established. So who knows?


Bishop Vesey, even though he’s been dead since the sixteenth century, has the honour of having a council ward (Sutton Vesey) named after him – probably the only ward ever to be named after a person. He’d obviously made an impact on the area; he was after all responsible for the town of Sutton becoming a royal town and for one of the largest parks in Europe.


Kitwell near Bartley Green is named after a small well. The waters contained iron which was supposed to have health-giving properties, although it wasn’t too healthy for a lad called Christopher, or Kit for short, for he fell in and drowned – but at least he had the place of his death named after him!


Nearby is the area of California named by Issac Flavel when he returned from the California gold rush in the 1840s. The stones he found here were not gold but were used to manufacture bricks. An earlier brickworks in the locality was set up by John Barnes, hence Barnes Hill, and the famous local youth club is called the Stonehouse Gang.


Sarehole Mill, a restored eighteenth-century water-powered cornmill at Hall Green is a direct link with Birmingham’s past. The current building was rebuilt in the 1760s and was in use commercially until 1919.


Birmingham does have its own castle, Weoley Castle, built in the twelfth or thirteenth century. It was officially a fortified moated manor house that dates back to 1264. It was in the hands of the de Somery family and later the Jervoises. Daniel Ledsam bought it in 1809 and Birmingham City Council purchased it in 1930. However, it deteriorated to such an extent that it was closed to the public in 1996. Well done Birmingham City Council!


Birmingham does have another castle; it’s the Clun Castle, a steam locomotive named after the Shropshire town.


The Artisans Dwellings Act of 1875 gave local authorities the power to buy and redevelop areas of land. A new street was subsequently cut through a slum area in the town centre and 16,000 people were displaced. Roads such as The Gullet were demolished. The new road was 22 yards wide and resembled, at that time at least, a Parisian boulevard. As this road was a magnificent thoroughfare designed by the Corporation, it became known as Corporation Street.


In July 1938 two dinosaurs were spotted roaming around Aston Park; they were part of the historical recreation of the centenary of Birmingham being granted a charter of incorporation in 1838. The pageant in the park included numerous floats and exhibitions.


SIX MILLS A-WHIRLING


Thimble Mill on Aston Brook, Nechells.


Sarehole Mill near the River Cole.


Heath Mill on the River Rea.


Duddeston Mill on the River Rea.


Pebble Mill was on the Bournbrook.


Titterford Mill on the River Cole.


[image: image]


SIX OFFICERS OF THE COURT LEET


The Court Leet was a council of the free men of the Manor.


The High Bailiff. He saw order was kept at markets and fairs and that weights and measures were true.


The Low Bailiff. He had to summon the jury.


The Constable or Headborough. He had similar duties to the constables of today.


The Ale Connors or High Tasters. They had to check beer tasted good – a nasty job, but someone had to do it.


The Fish Connors or Low Tasters. They checked to see if food offered for sale was good.


Searchers and sealers of leather. They examined leather to check it was tanned.


BIRMINGHAM’S THIRTEEN ANCIENT MONUMENTS


Sutton Park


Woodlands Park Prehistoric Burnt Mounds


Fox Hollies Prehistoric Burnt Mounds


Moseley Bog Prehistoric Burnt Mounds


Peddimore Hall


Kent’s Moat


Gannow Green Moat


Birmingham’s Roman Fort, Metchley


Hawkesley Farm Moat


Kingstanding Mound


Weoley Castle


Perry Bridge


Gullitone Lock
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LONGEST, TALLEST


& OLDEST


THE TEN TALLEST STRUCTURES IN BIRMINGHAM


Sutton Coldfield TV transmitter, 1959, 245 metres, 804ft


BT Tower, 1966, 152 metres, 498ft high


Radisson Hotel, Holloway Circus, 2005, 130 metres, 427ft
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Alpha Tower, 1973, 100 metres, 328ft, over 28 floors


Joseph Chamberlain Clock, Birmingham University, 1909, 100 metres, 328ft


Orion Office and residential block, 2007, 90 metres, 295ft


Clydesale Tower residential block, Holloway Head, 1972, 90 metres, 295ft


Cleveland Tower residential block, Holloway Head, 1972, 90 metres, 295ft


The Rotunda office block now residential, 1965, 81 metres, 266ft


103 Colmore Row former Nat West office block, 1976, 80 metres, 262ft


HIGHEST POINTS


The highest point in the city is the roadway around Quinton High Street at 736ft above sea level. You can aspire to a higher view, but sitting on top of Quinton parish church spire would be a rather uncomfortable place to position yourself.


The Lickey Hills reach 956ft above sea level, and Barr Beacon is 744ft, but they are technically over the Brummie border.


The other high points are Frankley at 604ft, Kings Norton old golf course at 550ft, Great Barr at 500ft and Victoria Square in the city centre is 450ft above sea level.


It is said that the next highest point from Quinton High Street in an easterly direction is to be found overseas in the Ural Mountains, or as locals have been known to say, ‘Next highest place from here is the urinals.’


As any discerning football fan will know, The Hawthorns, home to West Bromwich Albion, is the place where football is played at the highest level. At 550ft above sea level, the stadium is the highest professional football ground in the country.


THE LARGEST & SMALLEST


Birmingham City Council is the largest local authority in the UK and the largest council in Europe with 120 councillors representing 40 wards.


The city’s largest single-day event is its St Patrick’s Day parade. Indeed, it is Europe’s second largest, after the one in Dublin.


By 1889, the Birmingham Mint had become the largest private mint in the world, and was the oldest continuously operating mint.


Sutton Park is one of the largest urban parks in Europe, and is the largest outside a capital city, at 24,000 acres.


When it was built in 1916 the tyre store, which became known as Fort Dunlop, was the largest concrete and steel erection in Europe and at one time it was the world’s largest factory, employing 3,200 workers.


The largest peace pagoda in Europe, the Dhamma Talaka Pagoda in Osler Street, opened in 1998. It was topped with a 60ft-high golden dome guarded by two lions, and it is modelled on the Shwedagon Pagoda in Yangon (formerly Rangoon) in Myanmar. The dome was described in the local press as looking like ‘a caramel flavoured Angel Delight or a 99 ice cream without the chocolate flake’.


In 1930, Birmingham Corporation had a fleet of 843 trams, the largest of any city in the world.


The IMAX Cinema at Millennium Point has the largest screen in the Midlands. It is 22 metres wide and 16 metres high. IMAX says it is as tall as a five-storey building and as wide as four buses parked nose to tail.


The largest Sikh temple in Europe was built in 1991 on Soho Road, Handsworth. Its 100ft high dome certainly stands out.


When it was first mooted that it was about to be sold in 1997, the Royal Mail sorting office in central Birmingham was the largest of its type in Europe, with around 1,000 employees processing over three million items per day.


Daniel Lambert, 1770–1809, was the largest man in the country. For a while he worked as an apprentice at an engraving and die casting works in Birmingham. At the time of his death he weighed 52 stone 11lb, and his coffin required 112sq ft of wood.


St Philip’s Cathedral in Colmore Row is the third smallest cathedral in the country, at 13,720sq ft with seating for around 1,000 people. It was built in 1715 as a parish church and did not become a cathedral until 1905. I bet like me you’re keen to know the two cathedrals that are smaller than Brum’s? Well, right on pew here’s the answer. Derby and Chelmsford cathedrals are both smaller than St Philip’s.


The Prince of Wales visited Birmingham in November 1926 and at the Livestock Show at Bingley Hall he saw a huge 68lb cabbage, which was probably a record size and never eaten or beaten again.


The Frankfurt Christmas Market, held annually since 2001 has become the UK’s largest outdoor Christmas market, and the largest German market outside of Germany itself. Last year it attracted 3.1 million visitors.


Birmingham-born microsculptor Willard Wigan creates microscopic works of art, using some of the tiniest but strongest materials known to man, from nylon, gold, one grain of sand, human hair to the shortest eyelash. In recognition of his service to the arts, Wigan received an MBE in 2007. No doubt it was a full-sized one!


In 1875 a member of the Harborne Gooseberry Growers’ Association made headline news when he grew the largest gooseberry in England. The gooseberry in question weighed in at 1½ ounces and was apparently called Bobby. The gooseberry wasn’t preserved but the scales were – they are said to be in the collection of Birmingham Museum & Art Gallery.


THE LONG, THE TALL & SHORT OF IT


The longest-serving driver with Birmingham Corporation Tramways Department, Frank Bissell, was in charge of the last tram in Birmingham on 4 July 1953. Tram no. 616 left the depot for the final time with the lord mayor among the passengers.


The Lapal canal tunnel was the fourth longest in the country but a roof fall 20 yards from the Halesowen end closed it in 1917.


This isn’t a tall story, it’s true: Birmingham’s City’s Serbian striker Nikola Zigic, 30, was the tallest player in the Premierhip until Brum’s relegation in 2010/11, standing at 6ft 8in. Stoke City’s Peter Crouch is only 6ft 7in tall.


The shortest street name in Birmingham is AB Row, so called because it was at the boundary of the parishes of Aston and Birmingham.


In early 2011 the city council built Birmingham’s shortest bicycle lane on Watford Road, Cotteridge, it stops almost as soon as it has started because it is less than 15 metres long! A bicycle spokesman said it was ‘pathetic’.


OLDEST & YOUNGEST


The oldest rocks found in Birmingham are located in the south-west near Rednal where there is what is officially described as ‘unfossiliferous quartzites of Lower Cambrian age’.


The Electric Cinema, opened on 27 December 1909, is the UK’s oldest working cinema. It was Birmingham’s first cinema and predated the introduction of the 1909 Cinematograph Act that commenced in January 1910.


Birmingham’s longest established business Firmin & Sons Ltd in New Town Row, which manufactures badges and buttons, was thought to have been established by 1677, but recent research has uncovered a document showing the firm was in business in 1655, so the oldest business is even older than we thought.


In 1997 Karren Brady, at Birmingham City FC, became the youngest managing director of a UK plc.


Curzon Street station, which closed to trains in 1966, is said to be the world’s oldest surviving piece of railway architecture.


The Lad in the Lane pub has been recognised as Birmingham’s oldest house, once known as the Old Green Man. The pub has a long history with some beams dating back to 1306. Dendrochronology has verified the age of the pub, thanks to local historian Peter Leather and his team. The Old Crown, dating back to 1386, was until recently said to be the oldest pub in Birmingham as well as the oldest example of a timber-framed house still standing in the city.


The world’s oldest press club can be traced back to 1865 when a small group of journalists met at a hotel in the centre of Birmingham. The original minutes book records, ‘meeting, held for the purpose of establishing a Club for promoting social enjoyment and literary recreation among Reporters and others connected with the Newspaper Press of Birmingham, held at Suffield’s Hotel, Union Passage, on Saturday, the 16th of December, 1865.’ Among its first rules was the edict that the reporters connected with the Daily Post, the Daily Gazette and the Midland Counties Herald should be its first members.


In October 2010 when Susannah Rudge became curate at St Francis’, Bournville’s parish church, she became the youngest person to enter the priesthood in the Church of England Diocese of Birmingham. She was twenty-six.


Birmingham is the youngest city in Europe with a higher proportion of people aged under fifteen than any other city in the European Union, with 37 per cent of the population aged under twenty-five.
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EVENTS & HAPPENINGS


TEN ROYAL VISITS


On 7 July 1909 King Edward VII and Queen Alexandra visited the city to open Birmingham University. Shops and factories shut and thousands of people lined the streets. Industrial concerns showed off their wares in the form of triumphal arches. The arches were:


The School of Art’s turreted gates decorated with the coat of arms


Water Department Arch on Broad Street outside the Water


Department offices, showing off the success of the Elan Valley


water supply system


Fireman’s Arch


Gas Department’s Arch


Cycle Manufacturers’ Arch


Metallic Bedstead Makers’ Arch


In March 1887 Queen Victoria visited Birmingham to lay the foundation stone for the Victoria Law Courts on Corporation Street. This was in fact the day before her birthday and was her golden jubilee year.


In July 1915 King George visited the city and toured factories involved in the war effort, including BSA, where he is said to have been interested in the firing of the Automatic Lewis guns.


The Duke of York, later to become King George VI, officially opened Aston Villa’s magnificent red-brick main stand on Trinity Road in 1924. He said that he had no idea that a ground so finely equipped in every way and devoted to football existed. Shame they demolished it recent years!


The New Inns pub at Handsworth is the only pub in the country to have received a royal opening. The Prince of Wales, later Edward VII, opened a bar, thoughtfully named the Prince’s Suite, in 1932. The pub has since been converted into flats, which may, or may not, be haunted by spirits.


The Prince of Wales visited The Hawthorns, home of WBA, on 11 May 1931 ‘when he congratulated the players and officials on the achievement of winning the Football Association Cup and promotion to Division 1 of the Football League in the same season 1930–1931’.


The Queen Mother opened the hospital named in her honour in March 1939. She was due to attend the official opening in summer 1938, but the Duke of Gloucester deputised for the royal couple. The first patients were accepted in December 1938 before the Queen Mother’s official unveiling.


On 30 April 1988 the Queen Mother opened the redevelopment of the Botanical Gardens by planting a commemorative tree, using the shiniest spade ever seen! The tree was a Betula costata.


The newly revamped Victoria Square was officially opened by Diana, Princess of Wales, on 6 May 1993.


Princess Anne officially opened BBC Birmingham’s new broadcasting centre in The Mailbox on 9 September 2004. She also opened the BBC’s former site at Pebble Mill in 1971.


CRIMINAL EVENTS


The Priestley Riots took place from 14 to 17 July 1791 during which attacks were made on religious dissenters including Joseph Priestley. The riots started with an attack on a hotel that was the site of a banquet organised in sympathy with the French Revolution. Then, beginning with Priestley’s church and home, the rioters attacked or burned four dissenting chapels, twenty-seven houses and several businesses.


In 1901, David Lloyd George, an outspoken supporter of the Boer cause in the South African War, spoke at the Town Hall. The majority of people in Birmingham were, however, strongly anti-Boer, and the visit caused some ill feeling – well, a little more than some ill feeling actually. The Town Hall was stoned by a baying mob and Lloyd George escaped from the building dressed in a policeman’s uniform. He was marched out of the area and smuggled into Ladywood police station.


One of the earliest reports of a fine comes from a record of 1428 when the Jouettes family of Selly Manor were fined twopence over reports that trees were blocking their lane.


’ELLO, ’ELLO, ’ELLO, WHAT’S ALL THIS THEN?


The first police station was established in 1839 with the setting up of the Birmingham Borough Police. The police advertised for ‘young men not over 36 years of age or under 5' 8", able to read, write and produce testimonials of exceptional character.’ The first recruit was George Howick, twenty-six, who joined up on 23 September 1839.


Birmingham got its first two policewomen on the beat in 1917. Rebecca Lipscombe and Evelyn Miles were lock matrons.


[image: image]


1839 was the year in which the first horse patrols appeared.


The first police motorcycle roared into action in 1921.


Two-way radios were introduced on 5 October 1964 when constables at Coventry Road police station alpha-foxtrotted onto the streets.


On 10 October 1966 Belgrave Road police station took delivery of the force’s first three Austin A40 patrol cars.


Today West Midlands Police is the second largest in the country, covering an area of 348 square miles and serving a population of nearly 2.6 million.


The police helicopter flew 3,315 times in 2008–9. It flies at a speed which means two miles of ground can be covered in one minute’s flying time.


TWENTY WAYS TO APPEAR BEFORE BIRMINGHAM POLICE COURT


Alfred Hudson, ‘a young scamp resident’ of Tower Street, Aston, ‘exposed his person in a disgusting manner at the window of Mr. Chaplin’s shop in Bull Street’. He repeated the offence on three occasions and on 3 December 1857 the Bench ‘ordered the low fellow to be imprisoned for three months with hard labour’.


A youth named Richard Reynolds, a tinplate worker of Moor Street, was charged with stealing a silk scarf. He said he was ill at the time he stole from his lodger and that he really wanted bread. On 15 December 1857 he was sentenced to one day’s imprisonment.


Thomas Goodwin, reckless looking youth and by trade a shoemaker, was charged with wilfully breaking a window of the Parish Offices in Paradise Street because he had been refused a ticket of relief. In April 1858 he was ordered to pay 5s damages and costs; in default fourteen days’ hard labour.


‘A good looking girl’ named Martha Dunn was seen, at 3.00 a.m. in Church Street, ‘making a great noise and uttering the most obscene language’. In court in April 1858, she was dressed in ‘the garb of ultra-finery, and looking a picture to a slave of abandoned habits, the wretched young creature had nothing to say.’ The press noted, ‘Mr. Kynnersley hardly knew what to do in such a sad case, but ultimately sent her to gaol for seven days’.


On 24 June 1861, a young man named William Horn, of King Edwards Road, a bedstead caster, was brought up by PC Spiers, charged with playing with a lot of boys at the game of pitch and toss in Cope Street. The offence was proved, but the mother of the accused begged for a lenient fine, as her son was her main support. After a suitable caution, the youth was fined 2s 6d, without any costs.


In August 1864, William Biddle, lapidary, Well Street, was charged with stealing three ducks belonging to Mr Bird. He and two others were seen by a police officer walking with the ducks under their arms, which they threw down as they ran up an entry when spotted. Biddle said he ‘was out for a walk’. He was ordered to be imprisoned for six weeks.

OEBPS/images/pg22_img1.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg12_img1.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg14_img1.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THE

LITTLE
BOOK

OF

BIRMINGHAM

NORMAN BARTLAM





OEBPS/images/pg14_img2.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
15101
Pnsassry





