
There are TWO BIG stories to tell about the Snow Hill area:

#1: How it saved the Industrial Revolution from early collapse (by being ‘provident provider’ promoting ‘self-preservation’).

[...and not unrelated...]

#2: How Brummagem, “pregnant with promises and anticipation [was] murdered by the hand of the inevitable” (Birmingham).

STORY #1 is about:  

18th-century commercial coiners...the button makers who 
turned into coin makers...private coins served the merchants 
and the workers, while the government’s currency served only 
the landed rich...

“...during the first, critical decades of Great Britain’s industrial 
revolution. The Royal Mint struck hardly any copper or silver 
coins after 1775, and so left British industry without decent 
official money with which to pay workers...”

“...a story of the initiative of local authorities, companies, and 
individuals in the face of state ineptitude.”

“So far had our patriotic forefathers proceeded in the art of 
making money that about the middle of the last century it was 
estimated over one half the copper coin in circulation was 
counterfeit, and that nine-tenths thereof was manufactured 
in Birmingham, where 1,000 halfpennies could be had of the 
makers for 25s.” [Showell’s Dictionary of Birmingham, 1888]

See: George Selgin ‘Steam, hot air, and small change: Matthew 
Boulton and the reform of Britain’s coinage’, University of 
Michigan Press, 2008

INDUSTRY HAS IT’S SURE REWARDS

CURRENT EVERYWHERE

...with a boy being a little ‘rude’ hence the nickname ‘Rude 
Boy’. The reverse reads: INDUSTRY HAS IT’S SURE RE-
WARDS with a shield and hedgehogs.

The hedgehog is a symbol of provident provider. ...(also) a 
symbol of rejuvenation and spring. The hedgehog’s ability to 
curl itself up in a prickly ball has given it the additional 
meaning of self-preservation. 



http://ia600404.us.archive.org/26/items/adventuresofhalf00banbiala/adventuresofhalf00banbiala.pdf

STORY #2 is about:  

“Turning left and heading down Snow Hill just a few yards, 
we find ourselves opposite No. 7, the site of the Boulton 
family toyshop, behind which stood the residence where, on 
September 3, 1728, Matthew Boulton was born. Young Boul-
ton took over the shop after his father’s death in 1758, by 
which time the business extended back all the way to Slaney 
Street and beyond. ... You might have expected the Birming-
ham authorities to make a museum out of the old Boulton 
place, or at least to mount a plaque there, given the paucity 
of antiquities and monuments in this town. But so far at least 
no one seems to have bothered. Perhaps they’ll get around 
to it eventually.”

[George A. Selgin: A RAMBLE ‘ROUND OLD BIRMINGHAM]

“...single-handedly set about solving a crisis in the nation’s 
coinage which had defeated the government for thirty years, 
and in the process invented the modern, high quality, fraud 
resistant coinage we still have today.”

[Explore the Birmingham Jewellery Quarter]



“In the Oxford English Reference Dictionary, Brummagem 
is given as meaning cheap and showy or counterfeit. This 
definition emerged as a result of the ill reputation gained by 
forgers and false minters... In an attempt to counter 
prejudice against Brummagem goods, it seems likely that in 
the later eighteenth century leading manufacturers such as 
Matthew Boulton encouraged the use of the name Birming-
ham. This led to the belief that Brummagem was an inferior 
name. It is not. Its use reflects working-class loyalty to our 
city. As Margaret Gelling affirms, the use of Brummagem is 
as correct as that of Birmingham and ‘long may it flourish’.” 
[Carl Chinn]

See: Margaret Gelling ‘Towards a rehabilitation of Brumma-
gem’

Brummagem
INDUSTRY and GENIUS
OR, THE ORIGIN of BIRMINGHAM

A FABLE

O B__________! in whom, tho’ rare, unite
 The Spirit of Industie, and eke the Ray
Of bright inventive Genius...
[Aris’s Birmingham Gazette 21.01.1751]

Birmingham
With Matthew Boulton’s ‘Soho Manufactory’ [1761/1762] possible because 
of the opening up for development of the Newhall Esatate [Petition of Anne 
Colmore “for making more effectual a Power of Leasing” MS 3375/406582 
1746/7], Brummagem became Birmingham.

‘Industrie’ and ‘Geniae’ were replaced by “Soho! ‒ where GENIUS and the 
ARTS preside” [Bisset] and the “Palm of Taste” [Bisset] made Brummagem’s 
“rare Stock” into the playthings of capital.  ‘Geniae’ wore blue ribbons, and 
‘Industrie’ “a working fire-engine on his head”, to celebrate the coming of 
age of the young Boulton, capital’s son.

“At one o’clock all the persons employed in the manufactory assembled 
within its walls, and were marshalled into regular corps, according to their 
respective trades, from whence they marched, two by two, preceded by an 
excellent band of civil and military music. First corps ‒ one hundred young 
women mostly dressed in white, with blue ribbons. A corps of fifty engineers 
headed by Perrins in the character of Vulcan, bearing a working fire-engine 
on his head. Third-six corps of Buttoneers, 50 in each with the ensigns of 
their respective trades. Fourth ‒ Two corps of Artists employed in the silver-
plated and ormolu manufacture. Fifth (and this appeals to me most since 
I can visualise it happening with some of our distinguished Past Presidents) 
the workmen employed in the rolling mills, carrying an ensign composed of 
fillets of rolled metal of various colours, forming festoons, loosely playing, 
and which had a pretty effect. Sixth̶ a corps of Moneyers carrying a glass 
vase, filled with coin.” 

[Aris’s Birmingham Gazette 15.08.1791]



‘Spirit of Brummagem’ / ‘Spirit of Birmingham’: Although a statue on a 
column personifying the Spirit of Birmingham was thought to have been 
included in a model of the Civic Centre as early as 1934, it was as part of 
the celebrations to mark the coronation of King George VI in 1937 that 
Bloye was first commissioned by the Civic Society to make a giant nude 
figure of a young smith, similar in character to Industry, the Supporter on 
the City Coat of Arms.
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Brittle Street Buildings, 1830 Brittle Street & GWR, 1846

The rebuilding of the third station commenced in 1906, which included incorporating a new 
pedestrian access from Colmore Row into the new booking hall, and was completed in 1912. 
The access was formed by creating a new entrance as part of the Great Western Hotel’s facade, 
the hotel being taken out of public use and used as office accommodation. It was said that the noise 
and smoke of the trains passing underneath resulted in the hotel not being popular with guests. 



BRITTLE STREET (in situ from before 1790)

“Brittle Street formerly ran from Livery Street to Snow Hill, about the spot 
where now the entrance gates to the Station are.”
[Showell’s Dictionary of Birmingham, 1888]

Plan showing area around Brittle Street c. 1854 National Archives ref. 
RAIL1196/11

1790 - 1798
Buckle Maker (Lee & Hornblower)

1816 - 1817
Factors (Carr & Cowper)
Gun Makers (Whately)
Iron Mongers (George Aston)
Brass Rodding (B. Cook & Co)

1818 - 1820
Factors (Carr & Cowper)
Stamper & Piercer & Bead Maker (Thomas Bullock)
Wire Drawers (W. Tookey)
Brass Founders (John Buckton & Co)

1830
Gun Smith (Thomas Broomhead)
Stamper (M. Hawkesworth)
Drawing Master (E. Piercy)
Stamper & Piercer (William Oxford)
Gun & Pistol & Flint Maker (John Jacques)
Factors (Willets & Lane)

1849
Bricklayer (Samuel Adderley)
Miniature Picture Frame Maker (John Deag)
Druggist & Grocer (William Parry)
Iron Tinned Spoons (Thomas Robinson)

1850
Printer (John Bolton)
Carpenter (James Tonkins)
Die & Press Tool Forger (Susan Robinson)

Also on Brittle Street (at various times):

Queen’s College (medical) founded by William Sands Cox (1802 - 1875), sur-
geon, in 1828 as a residential Anglican-based college in Temple Row, where 
a blue plaque commemorates him on the House of Fraser department store, 
and in Brittle Street (now obliterated by Snow Hill Station). Cox went on to 
found the Queen’s Hospital in Bath Row (Drury & Bateman, opened 1841) as 
a practical resource for his medical students.  The 1828 Medical School be-
came the Birmingham Royal School of Medicine in 1836 and then the Queen’s 
College in 1843 by Royal Charter. Cox’s ambition was for the college to teach 
arts, law, engineering, architecture and general science as well as medicine, 
surgery and theology.

Benjamin Cook, inventor and patent holder for brass rods, hinges and gas 
lighting appliances.



Summary: Colmore Row and Environs Conservation Area
Character Appraisal and Supplementary Planning Policies, 
2006
Buildings
The character of the conservation area is most clearly expressed through the 
quality and variety of its architecture. Many of the buildings are of exceptional 
interest ... and represent the work of notable architects. The early eighteenth 
century Church of St Philip and the most impressive surviving nineteenth 
century civic buildings are contained within the area. Most of the buildings 
however are commercial developments dating from the mid-nineteenth to the 
mid-twentieth century and reflect the city’s growth as a financial, 
retail and service centre.
The buildings belonging to the period from the 1860s up to the outbreak of 
the Second World War are especially characteristic of the conservation area. 
From the middle of the nineteenth century, as fashion changed and 
architectural restraint was abandoned, a wide range of styles was employed 
to express the vigour of the thriving city, its commercial success 
and civic achievement. Renaissance and Baroque, Victorian and Flemish Goth-
ic, Tudor and Jacobean, Queen Anne and Arts and Crafts are all represented 
in the area. There is also a number of eclectic designs with a mix of stylistic 
references. The increasing use of steel and reinforced concrete framing during 
the interwar years had little effect on style. Classical designs were generally 
adapted to these new building techniques.

Civic pride and commercial and professional prestige are 
expressed through architectural display. Architectural 
decoration and sculpture, integral to the style of a building 
and/or signalling its use and ownership, make a significant 
and cumulative contribution to the character of the area. Late 
Victorian and Edwardian buildings in particular are richly detailed and have 
characteristically varied and prominent rooflines.

The range of architectural styles, architectural detail and building materials 
employed in the conservation area create a characteristically vivid 
and varied streetscape. Nineteenth and early twentieth century and pre-
war buildings in particular are highly legible, their original, and sometimes still 
current use and occupation, expressed in their design and detail. This legible 
quality reinforces the characteristically human scale which is 
further augmented by active and transparent ground floor frontages where 

 windows at ground floor and basement level, doorways and shopfronts add 
interest and variety.

Some development in the conservation area lacks the characteristic quality 
and variety of architectural style and materials and the rich and 
vigorous detail of the traditional building stock. Some buildings are 
over-scaled, displaying a lack of regard for their immediate context and their 
impact on the historical and visual integrity of the wider area.

Building Materials
The conservation area is characterised by a rich use of building materials. 
Stone is employed to express solidity and grandeur in the classically 
inspired architecture of the Cathedral and in nineteenth and early twentieth 
century civic buildings and financial institutions. In the mid-nineteenth century 
the Colmore Estate insisted on stone facades to add status to the redevelop-
ment of the north side of Colmore Row. A wide range of stone types was used 
in the nineteenth century and in the period before the First World War. 

Mid and late Victorian and Edwardian buildings frequently display an 
exuberant use of brick and different forms of terracotta...
Building Line
The building line is traditionally set at back of pavement creating a 
regular and coherent streetscape. In nineteenth and early twentieth 
century and pre-war buildings it is sometimes maintained at ground floor level 
by railings and/or balustrades which form part of the archi-
tectural design and add character and interest to the street 
scene.
Street Clutter
The diverse and unco-ordinated designs of the street lighting columns in the 
area erode local character and identity. In some streets the scale of the 
‘heritage’ style street lamps is often too small to provide an appropriate 
balance for the surrounding buildings.
The clutter of street furniture, particularly in the pedestrian priority zone, 
detracts considerably from the character of the conservation area. Bollards, 
signs, posts, columns, boxes and bins in standard designs are sited 
without reference to the surrounding buildings or the context of the wider 
street scene, disrupting the visual cohesion and order of the 
townscape and obscuring views.






