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For over 50 years the name Helps was synonymous with the gas industry in Nuneaton. George Helps (1864-1952) and his son George Helps (Junior) (1889-1952) were engineers and managers of the Nuneaton Gas Works which used to stand in Queens Road where the Co-Op car park is now.

The Helps family in antiquity were of Norman Stock, and family historians suggest that there is a connection to Guillaume de Helpe who came over with the Norman army and settled in the Dover area where the family remained for several generations.  They are traditionally said to have come from the Norman area of Nord pas Calais, from a small town called Avenses-sur-Helpe. After the conquest William the Conqueror granted those manors and land in Gloucestershire where they variously remained for many generations gradually before spreading out across the West Country.

The founder of the Gas Industry Helps dynasty was George Helps (1830-1907) who retired in 1902 after he had served the Bath Gas Company for 48 years. George Helps had a brother Daniel (1832-  ); and it was his son George (1864-1952) who came to Nuneaton and took over the Nuneaton Gas Company and produced a remarkable turn around in its fortunes and brought the gas lamp and heating to the masses. Nuneaton’s gas works had been constructed in the 1830’s to provide lighting for the streets of Nuneaton. It seems to have struggled in its early years because the cost of production was high but George Helps Snr. who was a great inventor and innovator came to the Nuneaton Gas Company in 1898. Later he increased the pressure of the gas supply to make its distribution more effective to outlying districts, and invented the multiple lantern burner, a cooker burner and coke fire. He is also said to have pioneered the use of all grades of coal to produce gas at a time when only certain grades and qualities of coal could be used for this purpose. He retired in 1946 and afterwards went to live in Burnham on Sea where he died in 1952. His son George married Anne Mary Phillips in 1905 (his second marriage and by this method became connected to the Royal Family as Capt. Mark Phillips, descended from the Ansley Phillips family, married Princess Anne.)

A story I have heard locally from an old now departed Nuneatonian who had a close connection with the Helps family, but I have no way of verifying this, was that George Helps senior resembled Winston Churchill and was engaged by the government to act as a body double during the war for disinformation purposes. So that when Churchill was visiting the troops or going overseas on secret conferences, George Helps would be seen around London “on government business”. So that the Germans did not know of Churchill’s real movements.   This is hearsay of course and I have never been able to verify it. 

George Helps junior died suddenly in 1952 after mowing his lawn. He collapsed and died probably as a result of a heart attack. 
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