The Motorcycle Manufacturers of Nuneaton

By Peter Lee 

For over 60 years the cities of Coventry and Birmingham were the home of the British motorcycle industry. Many famous names originated in our neighbouring city of Coventry. Examples include: Swift, Rudge, Royal Eagle, Francis  Barnett, Lea-Francis, Singer, Rover, Montgomery, Invicta, Humber, and Premier. These and many more were all familiar to our grandfathers. Then of course there was the giant of the business, Triumph, a name which is still carried on today, albeit in our neighbouring town of Hinckley. It is not commonly known, however, that this once great industry spilled over into the adjacent towns in Warwickshire. Kenilworth, for example, where the "Kenilworth" motorcycle was made between 1919-1924 , Warwick, where the "Marlow" was produced between 1920 and 22. The 1920's were the great days of the industry. 

It is not well known that Nuneaton was home to some pioneering motorcycle manufacturers. And what an interesting lot they were too!

The most obscure Nuneaton  maker I have so far discovered was Herbert Wale, cycle dealer, of No. 7 Queens Road, Nuneaton who registered a bike of his own make in 1905, registration no: AC510. Whether this was a one off for Mr. Wale's 

personal use, built for a customer, or if there were more than one I cannot say. In those days it was common practice to buy the bits you needed in Coventry or Birmingham and cobble it all together. One manufacturer even built his frame out of timber!

An example of the motorbike made by Carters of Bond Gate has survived and I believe is still in the Museum of Technology in Leicester. This was known as the Colonial and was in production between 1911 and 1913. Again it is not known how many were made, but two were known to have survived until recent years.

Ever heard of the "George Eliot" motorbike? I suspect not. Our story starts in Foleshill. It was there that John North Birch was born in 1865, one of eleven children, three of whom died in infancy. He was the eldest son of a Foleshill ribbon manufacturer, but he showed no interest in that trade, although the manual dexterity of the ribbon weavers must have rubbed off on this child in his chosen profession as an engineer. As a lad he was always said to be "Tinkering with something". He started his career with a firm of engineers in Coventry who produced steam engines. Having "served his time" he went to work as an improver with the great Coventry cycle manufacturer Starley Brothers. in Coventry. It was J.K.Starley, of course, who produced the forerunner of our cycles today, the safety bicycle. It was here in this heady atmosphere of great innovation, mass production, and cycle engineering that laid the foundation for John Birch. He then moved to Sheffield, to further his career, working in a railway carriage works, however, he wanted to return home to do something for himself and it was in Windmill Lane in Foleshill, in premises loaned to him by his father, in 1888 he set about the task of building his first pedal cycle.

His engineering abilities were incredible. Apparently about the only parts of his bicycle that he did not manufacture himself were the rubber cushion tyres! From this little workshop he invented his oil retaining hub, an idea which was taken up by the trade and some sixty years later universally used in cycle production. He made his own spokes and even rolled his own rims!   His "Foleshill" cycle was developed and became very popular. One of his customers were the famous Dennis brothers of Guildford. One of the brother’s wives caused a sensation riding a "Foleshill" bike in her bloomers! Later on, of course, Dennis's  made their own motorcycle and later still, commercial vehicles. Dennis, today, of course, is a very well known name of  vehicle manufacturer. In 1898, for some reason, Mr. Birch transferred his business to Princes Street, Nuneaton and renamed his bike the "George Eliot" . In Princes Street he employed some twenty people including his brothers Harold and Fred. 

It was at this time that he turned his attention to a motorised bicycle at a time when there were only three firms making internal combustion engines in Coventry. Suddenly Mr. Birch sprung his motorcycle on an unsuspecting world. It was a 2HP machine, little different from his ordinary cycle except that the crank was replaced by a motor and the rider used the pedals to start the machine by pedalling furiously until it coughed into life. 

Apparently there were three things about the "George Eliot" which made early manufacturing history: Firstly the position of the engine. In 1903 the machine won the First Class Diploma for reliability and the design was taken up by most manufacturers and adopted universally. Secondly the fact that the engine was built into the frame and were not independent of each other, and, thirdly, the low tension magneto. This detail eventually superseded the battery type ignition. It was, indeed, well ahead of its time. The registered design of the "George Eliot" was sold in 1903 to a firm then specialising in sewing machines, later to make motorcycles, Bradbury's of Oldham. The Bradbury motorbike was in fact a copy of the "George Eliot". However, despite this sale, Mr. Birch continued to manufacture his own machine in Nuneaton. In July 1904 Mr. J.N.Birch and Mr. F.W.Marston rode one of them from John o Groats to Lands End. From Nuneaton to Bristol they were accompanied by Mr. T.Pallett of Edward Street and Mr. R. Randall of Croft Road, also on "George Eliot" motorcycles.

Although it was not uncommon in those days for people to ride from Lands End to John O' Groats in the early cars and motorcycles of their era, it is a fine testimony that the "George Eliot" made it over those twisting uneven, pot-holed and dusty roads, before the days of tarmac!  In 1905 John North Birch emigrated to New Zealand, leaving the business in the hands of his brother Harold who continued to manufacture the "George Eliot" cycle until he retired through ill health in 1925. Rumour has it that in addition to his remarkable development of the "George Eliot" motorcycle that he was also responsible for the design of the "Fairy" Motorcycle (an opposed twin with automatic inlet and outlet valves), and that he sold the patents to Douglas Bros. of Bristol. The result of this was the Douglas motorbike. He was also responsible for the Birch Motor Wheel used in Singer motorcycles Another rumour has it that he designed the huge twelve inch naval guns at Woolwich Arsenal. This is not so far fetched as it seems because when he went to New Zealand he designed and built a number of types of 25lb. shells for the New Zealand Army during the First World War. In 1905 the construction of the motorcycle ceased but Mr. Birch embarked on another fascinating career and in true enterprising style was the first man to build a motorcar  in that pioneering country, so far away from his old home in Nuneaton. In February 1905 he left Nuneaton for New Zealand, leaving behind his wife and children, telling them he would return in five years. Such was his pioneering spirit, he never returned to his adopted Warwickshire town, and his family never saw him again, although he did correspond with them on a regular basis. 

When Mr. Birch arrived in New Zealand he immediately set about applying his engineering talent to this embryonic country. He was the first person to build a motor car entirely made in New Zealand, the "Carlton" and this car still survives being now almost completely restored out there, if not already complete, by the Vintage Car Club of New Zealand at Gisbourne. He was also responsible for another car known as the "Marlborough".

A writer for the Nuneaton Chronicle visited "Birch & Co." builders of the George Elite cycle in August 1908 and reported on his observations: He commented on the cabinet they had for baking the japanned frames, the immense bath for nickel plating. The portable air cooled petrol engine called "The Farmers Friend" which they had just introduced. Remarkable for its simplicity of construction, its interchange ability of parts and its utility of usage for the many jobs farmers could find for such an invention.

As far as we know there are no "George Eliot" cycles or motorcycles in existence today, but wouldn't it be wonderful to find one. A tribute to a Nuneaton industry which died out some 70 years ago. 

My thanks go to my brother, Mr. Jim Lee of the Vintage Motor Cycle Club, Mr. Michael Worthington-Williams, Motoring Historian and Journalist, and Dr. Barry Goalby, Mr. John North Birch's grandson for their for help in preparing this article. If you have any memories of any of the motorbikes mentioned, or indeed the golden years of motorcycling in Nuneaton please let me know.

