ABBEY GREEN
By Peter Lee
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Abbey Green from the air. C. 1965. The Green is to the left of the picture with its triangular island. Midland Road leads off to the right towards the top of the picture. This is the main road towards Hartshill, Ansley and Birmingham. Manor Court Road leads off to the top left. At one time there was an old public house stood on the corner between Manor Court Road called originally “The Bowling Green” later this was changed to “The Midland Railway” as it was on the road (Midland Road) leading to Nuneaton Abbey Street Railway Station which was owned by the Midland Railway. This pub was bombed during the war and subsequently demolished replaced by the modern block of flats seen here. (Photo: Reg. Bull) 
Abbey Green is a relatively modern, late 19th century, name for a part of Nuneaton which for several hundreds of years was known as Abbey End. As the name suggests the local Abbey was at this end of town. 

Two hundred years ago Nuneaton was divided into three “ends”, Bond End, Church End, and Abbey End. The town was laid out with one main street – Abbey Street – which was where two thirds of the population lived. Abbey Street petered out into the country at Abbey End. 

Until the beginning of the 19th century, within the living memory of at least one old timer, alive in the 1870’s, Abbey End had remains of a Bull Ring with loops of iron used to tether bulls. Bull baiting was a favourite pastime of our poverty stricken ancestors, who gloried in all sorts of rough sports. Bare knuckle fighting, cock fighting and street football (like the Atherton Ball Game) amongst them.

As far as I can tell the broadening at the top of Abbey Street was never Green since it was first officially referred to as Abbey Green about 1873. It might have been green one hundred or more years before tar macadam was invented, but then it was known as Abbey End. It was quite densely populated even then with a number of courts and yards at the back of what were referred to as “Good Front Houses”. 

The numbering system started at nr. 1 on the left side looking along Abbey Street towards the Green. It went up to nr. 15 and then down the right side from nr. 16 to nr. 29. The gaps in the housing numbering system do not seem to have been totally filled in. The house next to nr. 14 became nr. 14½. There were several courts as well numbered 1-6. 

In addition there were three principle pubs. The Plough and Ball (formerly the Golden Ball until the 1840’s) – rebuilt in 1904 as a modern pub, now The Town Talk. The Bowling Green, later the Midland Railway Inn, bombed in 1942. Also the “Three Tuns” which was probably older established than the others. All three were ancient buildings. The Plough and Ball, for example, had ceilings that varied in height from 5ft. 10 ins to 6ft. when people were commonly of smaller stature than they are today.

There were other drinking establishments on the “Green”. The Abbey, a beer house originally, in later years an off license, has now been put to other uses but the premises are still there hidden behind a new frontage.

Beer houses were not proper pubs but often part of a shop so you could go in and buy a whicker basket of “spuds” and carrots, or a jar of pickled onions,  and then while away a chin wag with your neighbours around a scrubbed table on old rickety chairs with a pot mug of “old ale” or “swick swack” or “stingo” which the shopkeeper thoughtfully dispensed from spigot of  wooden casks stacked on the shop counter. Provided for a few coppers to keep his clientele loyal. After all there were plenty of grocers or bakers shops in Nuneaton, so customer loyalty might depend on the quality of the “bush” or headache afterwards.  

Just off Abbey Green was a plot of scrubby grass land, called “Rose’s Patch”. The Rose family owned this and built themselves two courtyards of cottages for their extended network of relatives to live in from the 1820’s onwards. These were pulled down in the late 1920’s and 1930’s.

Old Nuneaton names long associated with Abbey Green were Barr, Taberner, Daffern, and Vernon.

In the mid 19th century Manor Court Road was a narrow trackway which led to the remains of the Abbey, then across open fields to the Cock & Bear Bridge. Another roadway leading off it was Navigation Street, now Midland Road, as you left the town to travel to Coleshill. An area of open country which lay just beyond the Green was named Barr Green which was a farmstead once owned by a family called Barr. Beyond that the road was called Tuttle Hill.

The Abbey

The Abbey or more correctly, the Priory of Nuneaton was founded in the Mid 12th century  (c. 1155-9) as a daughter house of the great Abbey of Fontevraud in western France near the town of Saumur. The owner of the manor and founder of the Abbey was Robert le Bossu, Earl of Leicester.  The priory was originally founded as a nunnery hence the name Nun-eaton. Eaton meaning “Water Town” due to its propensity to flooding. The Priory was instrumental in laying out the “Abbey Street” terminating at the “Abbey End”. A gate was placed across the town end of Abbey Street, hence Abbey Gate” to restrict townspeople from going into Abbey Street where the town’s Abbey retainers and Burgesses lived. The labouring people gained access to Abbey End by walking up a pathway on the edge of Abbey Street known then and today as Burgage Walk.  For two hundred years the Priory was a wealthy institution that controlled much of Nuneaton’s spiritual, commercial, and philanthropic life. In 1441 its connection with Fontevraud was severed so the priory became an Abbey in its own right. Finally it was dissolved by edict of Henry VIII in 1539. The site was then granted to Sir Marmaduke Constable, later passing to other lords of the manor, the Caves, Knollys, Willoughbys, Pagets, Astons, before being broken up.

The Abbey obtained a grant of a weekly market in 1226, an annual fair of two days in early May in 1239.  After the dissolution the Priory fell into dereliction before being carried away as a ready source of building stone for local people. As late as the 19th century there were buildings in Abbey Street which had incorporated within them recognisable bits of the Priory stonework.

Out of the ruins of the Abbey was fashioned the Abbey Church of St. Mary in 1876 due to a generous local benefactor Thomas Botterill who left money in his will for this purpose.  

Famous Abbey Green People

SIR GEOFFREY DE-HAVILLAND (1883-1967)

The man who gave his name to the famous aircraft company lived his childhood years in Manor Court Road. His father Charles de-Havilland was vicar at St Mary’s Abbey Church, Manor Court Road between 1883 and 1897. His fifth child, Geoffrey was born in 1882. He went to Nuneaton Grammar School.between 1891 and 1894. It is said that he first became interested in flying when he was looking skywards at the Abbey vicarage, and saw a hot air balloon rise into the air above Nuneaton. Geoffrey went on to found the aircraft company which bore his name in 1920. His most famous planes were the Tiger Moth, the Mosquito and the first jet airliner – the Comet. His cousins were the Hollywood film actresses – Olivia De-Havilland and Joan Fontaine.

REGINALD STANLEY (1838-1914)

Brick making in Nuneaton is synonymous with the name of Stanley Brothers. Reginald Stanley was a great entrepreneur. He had left home in 1857 to seek his fortune out west in America. He travelled to Montana in the “gold rush” and staked his claim and built a log cabin in the gold camp that was to become the state capital, Helena. His exploits in the frontiers of the Wild West are a fascinating story. He fought Indians and survived the Sioux Wars and the American Civil War before returning to England  in 1866. Around about this time his brother Jacob Stanley and a relative  Mr. Broadbent, a Leicester businessman, bought a brickworks at Stockingford formerly owned by Handley & Wheway. After the deaths of the proprietors this had been bought by Stanley and Broadbent, and then was taken over by Reginald Stanley as sole proprietor about 1871, although both families were shareholders in the business. Reginald Stanley turned the business into a great success having five brickyards in Nuneaton, two collieries, a brickyard at Burslem and another in Coventry. He was also owner of the Nuneaton Engineering Company which made colliery equipment and brickmaking machinery. 

Nuneaton produced clay products were in great demand throughout the country and abroad. Stanley Brothers Ltd. were taken over by another specialised terracotta firm – Red Bank Manufacturing Ltd. of Measham, Leicestershire in 1987 and their old brickworks sites sold for building new houses and factory estates.  

Reginald Stanley was a well like by his workmen, a great philanthropist and senior citizen in Nuneaton. He lived locally at the Manor Court House in Manor Court Road.

LARRY GRAYSON (1923-1995)

Larry Grayson was one of that great genre of British camp comedians. (Kenneth Williams and Frankie Howard, perhaps took this to the extreme). With his risqué’ innuendo which was never rude and a coterie of imaginary chums – Everard, Slack Alice, Apricot Lil and Pop It In Pete – the Postman. Born in Banbury in 1923 he was only 10 days old when he moved to Abbey Street in Nuneaton to be fostered by a local family. His real name was William Sully White. When he was six his foster mother died and he was brought up by his foster sisters May and Fan to whom he stayed loyal throughout his life. His talent to entertain was recognised at the age of nine, but it was to be another 39 years before he became a national celebrity. During the early part of his career he used the stage name “Billy Breen” but when he hit the big time changed it to “Larry Grayson”. His career finally took off in 1971 when he appeared in ATV’s “Saturday Variety” show. By 1972 he was topping the bill at the London Palladium. That year he had his own show named after one of his famous catchphrases “Shut That Door!” He was voted TV’s funniest man of the year. In 1978 he moved to BBC to host “The Generation Game” This made him a superstar of British television. He never forgot his home town of Nuneaton and lived here nearly all his life and died here in 1995.

His catch phrases: “Shut that door” “What a gay day” “Seems like a nice boy” “Look at the muck in here” “I love you all very much” will bring back memories of a great star who had Nuneaton at his heart.

I will always remember a funny story told to me about Larry (or Billy as he was then known) by an old chap now in his 80’s who was a keen amateur theatrical in Nuneaton in the 40’s and 50’s.and knocked around with “Bill” who was very much a comic in those days. Billy still lived in an old court cottage in Abbey Street during the war, and as the family were poor all they could afford for kindling was half an old railway sleeper which they would put one end in the grate and when it had burned through “otch it up a bit”. Being saturated with gas tar or whatever the compound is that the railway impregnated them with it burnt well, although probably gave off a funny “pong”!. But when the sleeper was new it was impossible to get it on the fire and shut the outside door as well. I guess cutting it in half again might have been beyond the scope of poor Billy and his sisters, so they had to make do until sufficient had burnt through to “otch it up” and close the door. So I could well imagine how Larry in later years coined the phrase “shut that door”. In fact there was very much of Abbey Street court life about his repertoire. As Billy played around the courts and listened to the old housewives standing there in their hair nets, head scarves and pinnies, inspecting each others kitchens over a cup of tea and a fag I can hear them say furtively to each other “look at the muck in here”. Which there was in many court cottages of course. It was a mucky environment. 

A pervading memory of Larry as he lived in Nuneaton was that I used to see him regularly walking into town with his poodle under his arm, but when I say walk more often than not he was being waylaid by somebody who knew him, after all everybody knew him, and I often speculated how long it must have taken him to walk the few hundred yards from his flat in Dugdale Street into town. Hours probably. 

KEN LOACH (1937-      )

Ken Loach was born in Nuneaton in 1937 and lived through his boyhood in Manor Court Road. He attended King Edward Grammar School and St. Peter’s College Oxford.

Ken has become one of the most influential TV and film directors of his generation. Some of his output have become landmarks in film and television history. The 1966 TV film “Cathy Come Home” which dealt with homelessness in such a way that it promoted national awareness in a subject that was at the time played down by the government. It exploded with tremendous force on a complacent society then in the midst of the “swinging sixties”.

His 1969 film “Kes” became a classic.  He has won many awards including British Television Guild TV Director of the Year Award 1965, British Academy of Film and Television Award 1967, Cannes Festival Special Jury Prize 1990. Ken has produced many films and TV programmes mostly in the style known as “Social Realist” or “British New Wave” which often contained a radical message which has touched the social consciousness of the country.

The NASONS

For one hundred years the name Nason has been synonymous with medicine in Nuneaton. The Nason family came from the south of Warwickshire originally, the first Dr. Nason, was Edward Nason (1800-1868), followed by his son Richard Bird Nason (1829-1896), and his grandsons Edward Noel Nason (1860-1940) and William S.Nason (1863-   )Their great contribution to local life cannot be undervalued. They struggled tirelessly to alleviate the suffering of a town whose people were undernourished, died early and often were subject to horrific work related injuries and diseases for which, at the time there was no known cure, or means of eradicating their suffering. With this in mind Richard Bird Nason was instrumental in founding the Nuneaton Cottage Hospital (later the Manor Hospital), which opened in 1893 on land given by Reginald Stanley and James Tomkinson of Willington Hall, Cheshire. Dr. Nason persuaded many local people to contribute, particularly local businessmen like Reginald Stanley, Edward Melly and Joseph Fielding Johnson. When the Manor Hospital on Manor Court Road closed a new ward was named Nason Ward in the new George Eliot Hospital that replaced it.  

