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The society’s AGM in June and the follow-up meeting in July
raised a number of very important issues, including the future
location of the Society’s meetings, subscription levels, the need
to involve more members in the running of the Society, and
the question of publications. By the time you read this, most of
these will have been resolved, and this editorial concentrates
on the last-mentioned issue and the future of Retort!

Retort! had very modest beginnings, has grown slowly over
the years, but may now have reached the end of its useful life.
It has always tried to combine details of the forthcoming
programme, general news items about the Society and local
events and issues, and some more serious material, usually
from members’ research interests. A rather mixed bag has
resulted, which has sometimes been difficult to incorporate
within the A5 format. Recent issues have also tried to
improve the quality of reproduction, particularly in relation to
photographs.



It now seems that the Society needs a number of publications,
each serving a different function, and that the effort - and
costs - of publishing should be directed far more to the
publication of research interests and the gazetteer rather than
Retort! r

Four possible types of publication can be identified:

1. An information sheet covering details of the Society
and forthcoming programme. This would be ideal both for
existing and new members, and could be distributed to
Libraries and other Societies that might be interested in the
themes that we cover.

2. Retort! could continue in A4 format, but would be
published more regularly, with general items about the
Society and reports on past meetings.

3. Pamphlets on specific themes or localities within
Warwickshire, usually by members of the Society.

4. The latest edition of the Long List. This remains a
long-term project for the Society, but suffers from all the usual
problems over choice of sites for inclusion. The limits to

‘industrial’ archaeology are indeed difficult to set, particulaﬂy '

if one takes the IRIS handbook as a guide.

In the long run, we hope that articles from past issues of
Retort!, members’ pamphlets and the entries on the Long List
can be co-ordinated to form the basic structure of the
Gazetteer. For the moment, this is likely to be the last A5 issue
of Retort! I hope you enjoy its contents and the flavour it
gives of the work and enthusiasm of members of the
Warwickshire Industrial Archaeology Society.

Martin Green

WIAS contributes to
Coventry City Archives

Future generations of the students of the machine-tool
industry of Coventry may be very grateful both for the work of
Arthur Astrop in gathering information on the industry, and
for the following significant contribution made by a WIAS
member.

By a stroke of good luck, a WIAS member has recently been
able to make a small contribution to the industrial archives of
the City of Coventry. Some years ago, Mr. Richard Bailey, at
one time a leading industrial photographer in the city, had the
foresight to save, from almost certain destruction, a large
number of photographic negatives. he stored these negatives
and recently decided to donate them to the City Archives.
Before doing so, however, he knew they needed to be sorted,
catalogued, and wherever possible the subject matter of each
negative identified.

In that task, Arthur Astrop was pleased to help, especially
when he found that the hoard consisted of over 300 whole-
plate negatives, on glass, and all of them individual machine
tools made by Alfred Herbert Ltd. from the 1890s to the 1930s!
treasure trove indeed. Needless to say, the collection is not
only a priceless record of the early years of the famous
company but is also a pictorial history of how the design of its
machines developed over the span of its first 40 years.



The initial task was to sort and identify the negatives by ‘type
of machine’. Five categories soon emerged, namely:

1. drilling machines

2. grinding machines

3. mlllmg machines’

4. turning machines

5. ‘miscellaneous’, including any general purpose

machines.
It was then found necessary to subdivide milling machines
into two groups, namely horizontal spindle and vertical-
spindle types; and to subdivide turning machines into four
groups, namely centre-lathes, capstan lathes, combination
turret lathes and ‘others’, with the latter category covering any
obvious special-purpose machines.

Unfortunately, very few of the machines carry a Model No.
which might have given a clue to date, and with one
exception there is nothing else on any of the negatives to
provide any idea of year of origin. The exception is a group of
machines in front of which there is a board stating that they
were built for the Argentine Central railways in 1913. On the
other hand, every negative carries a number, scratched on the
glass presumably allocated by the photographic record
department of Alfred Herbert Ltd. It seemed reasonable to
assume that these numbers were issued consecutively, and
that as a consequence the lower the number the earlier the
date of the negative. Accordingly the negatives in each group
and each subdivision were catalogued in ascending numerical
order.

It only remained then to write a caption for each of the 300
negatives, identifying the type of machine, pointing out any
special features, and recording progressive developments as
designs were improved and changes made. One negative only
defied description, and it was necessary to write “The function
of this machine is anyone’s guess”. (Perhaps it could be the
subject of a competition to be run by WIAS!). The
overwhelming majority of the machines were, of course,
designed for being driven from overhead belts, and it is only
in a few of the very highest negative numbers that examples
of machines with individual electric motor drives gradually
began to appear.

It is interesting to note that every negative had its background
detail ‘blacked out’, so that only the machine itself remains.
This process was carried out by hand, with a very fine paint
brush, and in view of the complex ‘silhouettes’ of the
machines it is obvious that an extremely high level of skill,
and knowledge of each subject, was required for such work.

Looking at the collection as a whole, one impression
predominates, and that is the enormous variety of designs in
which each type of machine was offered. In the early years
there seems to have been absolutely no attempt to
‘standardise’, and one gets the impression that if a customer
wanted a lathe (say) made back to front, or upside down, that
Alfred Herbert would oblige. Consequently, the problems of
recording precisely the design of each machine, its customer,
and maintaining appropriate stocks of spares, must have been
horrendous. Be that as it may, the Coventry City Archives
now has the collection, together with 23 A4 pages of
accompanying descriptive matter.






