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I am writing this forty-eight hours after the first cancellation
of one of our monthly meetings since Warwickshire
Industrial Archaeology Society was launched. It is a mark of
the Society’s strength that it took the worst floods of the
century to force this decision, although six members managed
to arrive at Warwick School that evening, plus a very
dedicated speaker and his wife who had battled all the way
from Handsworth. Observing the extent of the floods and the
power of the water in the subsequent days really emphasised
the skill of man in both harnessing water as a source of power
and in constructing bridges that could - in most instances -
withstand the force of such a torrent.

This edition of Retort! carries the programme of monthly

meetings through into 1999. Once again, it is great credit to our

Chairman, Toby Cave, that the range of subjects covered in
these meetings remains so varied. We also have a number of
contributions from our ‘regulars’, but, as always, we are keen
to receive material (of any length) from anybody willing to
commit pen to paper.

Martin Green
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Evidence of river flooding in the past can be found in the
flood water heights recorded on many local mills e.g. Rock
Mill, Leamington or the Saxon Mill, Warwick. The Illustrated
London News of Saturday May 29 1860 carried a report and
picture of the bursting of the canal at Warwick as a result not
of natural causes but engineering error.

BURSTING OF A CANAL AT WARWICK.

An accident took place near the town of Warwick on Sunday week
which is shown in the Engraving on our front page. _This was the
bursting of the embankment of the Warwick and Napton canal,
near Emscope Bridge, gnd the flooding of the country around. It
seems that Mr, Bayqia, contractor for the local board of ‘Warwick,
was engaged in construoting s portion of the main sewer beneath
the canal which here crosses the Avon and flows some 40ft. above
the meadows. The traffic on the canal is usually suspended during
‘Whitsun week; and it is sup; that the contractor’s workmen,
in order to take advantage of this circumstance to the utmost,
pproached the watercourse too closely before the water was drawn
ff. This caused a leakage which sapped the embankment until &
; fissure was made about 40 ft. wide. The water dashed through this
pening in a roaring cascade, carrying with it and wrecking a large
canal-boat which was moored for the convenienoce of the workmen j;
ear the spot. Some trees of large size were thrown down and carried £
ver the flelds towards the Avon and the embankment of the Great
Western Railway. The canal authorities, on being informed of
hat had taken place, dammed the water at the neighbourin
rid| but did not sucoeed in stopping the flow until the cams
wa.sgrzueed to a mere pool. Had the bank given way on the
eastern side instead of the western the loss of property would have
been much greater, and would, perhape, have been accompanied by
me loss of life among the thick population. Our Illustration is
%. B made soon after the accident.




The Avon House Works, Warwick

Report on a visit by members of WIAS in April 1997
by Arthur Astrop

Between Hill Street and Greville Road, Warwick, with its
frontage full-square on to the Emscote Road, there stood -

until May 1998 - a wartime factory. Built in 1943/44 by the then
Ministry of Aircraft Production for the manufacture of aircraft
instruments, it was designed to withstand what was described
as ‘ minor explosive and incendiary bombs’, and incorporated
two air raid shelters and a decontamination area where
workers could be treated after a gas attack.

It was officially described as a Grade 1 Shadow Factory, a term
which for some may need a word of explanation. In the 1930s,
with the likelihood of war growing steadily, the British
government built a number of factories outside the traditional
industrial zones of this country, since most of the latter were
already well-known to the enemy, and meticulously mapped,
as a result of ground and aerial reconnaissance. Most of the
Shadow Factories were deliberately designed to be ‘un-factory
like’ in appearance, and the writer worked in one in 1939
which actually had a half-timbered Elizabethan-style frontage!
The Warwick SF was named Avon House Works (after the
large house in the garden of which it was built) is not
particularly “un-factory like” in appearance and shows no
signs of ever being camouflaged, which suggests that by
1943/44 the Government considered the likelihood of serious
bombing in the Midlands to-have passed.

The shell of the factory was built at a cost of £16,819, with an
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extra £1,428 for the air raid shelters and gas de-contamination
facilities. It stands on a 6-feet deep foundation of granulated
material and concrete, its walls are double-skin brick-built
with vertical steel reinforcing rods between the skins, and an
in-fill of concrete. The curved roof is of 18-inch thick concrete,
and internally there is one reinforced-concrete truss, and one
frame truss with brick in-fill. The main production area
occupied 4,650 sq. ft. (later extended by a further 560 sq. ft.)
while the office block provided 1,000 sq. ft. and the
cloakrooms, boiler house etc. occupied 600 sq. ft. In addition to
its bomb- and blast-resistant features, the aim was to provide a
building with sufficient thermal stability and insulation
against external vibration (from nearby road traffic, for
example) to allow very high precision aircraft instruments to
be made, assembled and tested. o

The Ministry of Aircraft Production allocated the management
of the new factory to Joseph Lucas Ltd. of Birmingham, who
put Smiths Instruments into occupancy. Smiths made high-
precision aircraft instruments such as altimeters, turn and
bank indicators, gyros, airspeed indicators, and so on.
Production of such equipment continued until the end of the
war approached when, for the last few months of hostilities,
the factory was turned over to the manufacture of parachutes.

In peace time, its first occupants were the US-based Unbrako
Screw Company, who initially rented the factory and then
subsequently bought it from the British Government.
Unbrako spent some £4,500 on modifications to the air-raid
shelter and de-contamination areas, plus some additional
outbuildings, and used the factory until 1956, when it was
bought by Peter Lloyd to begin a new lease of life as a
manufactory for gas appliances of various types.
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