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August 2009 
Dates for your Diary 

 

Note that, in the coming year, 
none of our meetings will be 
held at Oddfellows and the 

starting time is usually 7.30.  
Note also that not all are on the 
second Thursday of the month.   

 

There are still a few vacancies 
on the luxury Pullman coach for 

Lunch at the 

Brunel Day at 

Didcot Railway Museum 

Saturday, September 26 

Apply to Marianne Pitts for details 

 

Lord Leycester Hospital  

Colonel Gerald Lesinski 

Thursday, 10 September, 7.30 

Pump Room Annexe 

 

Regency Design:  Sources, 
influences and new technologies 

Dr Steven Parissien 

Thursday, 8 October, 7.30 

Pump Room Annexe 

 

Fire and Steam, a History of the 
Railway 

Christian Wolmar 

Wednesday, 21 October, 6.30 

Conference Centre, Dormer Place 

 

Canaletto in England 

Graham White 

Thursday, 12 November, 7.30 

Pump Room Annexe 

The full programme for the year 

is included with this Newsletter 

CHAIRMAN'S NOTES 

Portobello Bridge  The sorry state of the Portobello Bridge joining 
Leamington to Warwick has resurfaced on the agenda of Warwickshire 
County Council.  The difficulties of simultaneously keeping motor 
traffic flowing, making the area safe for pedestrians and cyclists while 
preserving the integrity of this fine listed bridge are great.  If WCC can 
produce a satisfactory solution they will do extremely well for our two 
towns. 

Pump Room Gardens   CLARA and the Royal Leamington Spa 
Building Conservation Trust have joined the Leamington Society to 
create the Friends of the Royal Pump Room Gardens.  The Friends are 
working to restore these listed gardens in the centre of the town to their 
former glory.  We have three targets:  improving the river-banks within 
these gardens; repair of the drains, especially for the grass area towards 
the Law Society headquarters; and reinstatement of the arches.   

Street names  Can we suggest good names for the new roads serving 
the 10,000 new homes wished on Warwick District?  Suggestions 
welcome.    

Loss of member   We are very sorry to report the death, in July, of 
John Oubridge who has supported us well over many years.    

Archie Pitts 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

Loft theatre 

A planning application for the redevelopment of the Loft Theatre site, 
after the theatre has moved to the Spencer United Reformed Church, 
was submitted at the end of July. 

The present Colonnade will extend along the river in front of the new 
Riverside Business Centre, and pedestrians will be able to walk along 
the building to the square behind the United Reform Church (which is 
to be the new Loft Theatre) and out to Spencer Street.  Will this 
redevelopment, overlooking the Leam and the Pump Rooms, be an 
asset to the town and complement the other buildings in the area?  



The following computer generated “artist’s impressions” show the current plans.  

     

Viewed form Victoria Bridge         and from Spencers Yard with North Hall on the left 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

Core Strategy Consultation 

Warwick District Council (WDC) has previously consulted on five options for growth without expressing a 
preference in order to provide local people with an opportunity to explore and comment. 

Thirty seven percent (the largest proportion) of respondents favoured growth to the south of Coventry or 
along the A46 corridor.  Only 10% favoured growth across the district including within villages. 

WDC is now consulting on its preferred option.  This excludes the A46 corridor and proposes development 
south of Coventry only if required for Coventry’s growth needs.  It includes growth across the district 
including within villages. 

This option: 

 encourages out-migration from the major urban areas of the West Midlands to Warwick, 
Leamington, Whitnash and Kenilworth and ‘gives’ some of the district’s land to Coventry; 

 represents a  continuation of past policies, which have resulted in 81% of the district’s population 
living in 11% of the land area; and … 

 focuses major retail, leisure and office developments within Leamington Spa town centre creating 
even more pressure on space. 

It provides for open spaces and sports facilities for developments around towns and limits the impact of new 
tourism and cultural facilities; a good thing.  However, it does not offer policies to protect the town centre 
and inner urban communities from the adverse social and environmental changes that are caused by the use 
of ‘brownfield land before greenfield land’.  In the context of global warming brownfield sites can be as 
important as greenfield; especially gardens. 

What then was the point of the previous consultation?  Why do the district’s needs not come first? 

Robin Richmond 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

2009 Perspecti>es Consultancy Retail Survey for Warwick District Council: May 2009 

In spite of the fact that Leamington Spa is acknowledged as the most popular local centre for shoppers from 
a wide catchment area the consultants say “it is ... imperative for Leamington Spa to improve its roles and 
attractions as a strategic centre” by building more shops.  Woodwards was closed in 2005 and there is still 
no tenant to replace Lee Longland in Regency Arcade, fewer people are visiting Leamington Spa and rentals 
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are falling.  Compared with the regional competition there has been little development in the town centre: 
Livery Street opened in 2005 and Royal Priors was extended in 2002.  (The latter is a success, the former is 
not.)  Leamington “is slipping in the sub-regional retail hierarchy”. 

Future competition is expected from Coventry’s Tesco at Cannon Park and also locally: “the Shires Retail 
Park has open A1 planning permission and would emerge as a major competitor once current leases expire”.  
These dates should be known and incorporated in plans for the Town Centre.  Why aren’t they stated? 

The previous negotiations of WDC with Wilson Bowden are presented as an advantage in maintaining the 
town’s retail status (which it may have been in the boom time when negotiations began):  “Leamington Spa 
is uniquely placed through the Council’s engagement with a development partner for the Chandos Street car 
park site to potentially fulfil this objective” combined with Compulsory Purchase Order powers. 

It is not, therefore, surprising that this survey ends up by recommending the development of the Chandos 
Street car park after considering various alternatives, most of which are red herrings: the BT telephone 
exchange, Tesco’s or the Midland Auto Garage site together with the Covent Garden car park, Court Street, 
the Station Area.  Their plan for Chandos Street outlines just the car-park and the authors do not 
acknowledge that the proposed development would cover three of the four “good access” roads and more 
than three times the car park area.   

On what assumptions were these recommendations based? 

The first is the growth in demand for shops based on government requirements for extra houses in the 
district.  They do not discuss whether these houses will ever be built or whether future households will be as 
spendthrift as we have been recently.  The growth of internet shopping is assumed to be negligible between 
2011 and 2026, except for groceries where a local store may be needed to assemble the orders.  The 
assumptions are, therefore, that WDC has a fast-growing population with broadly the same shopping habits 
in the 21st century as in the 20th. 

A telephone survey of 1,000 households was conducted in Dec 2008- Jan 2009 asking questions (which 
excluded Christmas shopping) and a further pedestrian survey in February 2009.  Leamington was by far the 
most popular local centre for clothing and footwear, twice as popular as Coventry (40% compared with 
20%) and was much the best for music and bicycles too.  In fact Leamington Spa was the most popular retail 
centre for all categories of comparison (as opposed to convenience) shopping other than “DIY, hardware and 
gardening”.  The chief competition is in Coventry, Stratford and Solihull. 

There are errors and anomalies in the report:  apparently we have “dual representation by Marks and 
Spencer’s”, rather than one rather cramped store on two sites; there are no office suppliers or business goods 
and services (how did they miss Rymans on the Parade and Osborne’s on Kenilworth Street?); no photo 
processing shops (Boots and Jessops are on the Parade and the Mailbox on Warwick Street); only one 
lawyer (look at the Yellow pages).  They found only two “Discos, Dance and Nightclubs” (if only...!).  The 
Shires retail park was assumed to be Leamington rather than Warwick, which for shopping purposes is 
probably true enough, though in a report costing £43,000 we might expect more accuracy. 

Their surveys and researches also revealed several interesting points: 

 More than half of the shoppers could find nothing to criticise about the town! 
 Most visitors come by car. 
 Cheaper (16.4%) and easier (13.8%) car-parking are almost as important as better shops (17.9%) 
 19% feel unsafe in the town in the evening and almost half said they never go. 
 In July 2008 there were 75 vacant retail units of approximately 12,000 sq m area.  (How many are there 

now?) 
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 Several chains wish to open in the town including some which have been here before: Oddbins and 
Bally, for example.  (Why aren’t they occupying the empty shops?) 

 

Cacheshades, Spencer Street 

 Leamington Spa is well below the national average for hotel beds, with 499 to Warwick’s 700 and 
Kenilworth’s 762.  “Hotels make a key contribution in town centres therefore their value should be 
enhanced.”  The Post Office and / or the Old Library are suggested as possible new hotels (the latter is 
not a bad idea ...). 

 Only 1% of visitors to the town are tourists.  (Perhaps there are not 
enough suitable hotels for them – but would you expect tourists in 
February?) 

It is possible that some of the (minor) decline in popularity of 
Leamington is due to the loss of quality hotels and consequent loss of 
well-to-do visitors.  The decriminalisation of car parking last year and 
the installation of parking meters may also have deterred shoppers.  
On-line sales are growing fast and have not yet peaked – currently only 
“one in three adults is now an online shopper”.  A photo from Spencer 
Street says it all: 

It is not obvious that building more shops would improve Leamington 
Spa’s retail status in the short term, let alone the long term.  Cheaper car-parking and lower rents for empty 
premises should be tried first.  Architectural mistakes are so permanent. 

Marianne Pitts 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

Portobello Bridge – a personal view 

 

North elevation of Portobello Bridge

Few structures in our Town have been so unloved for so long as Portobello Bridge. The growth of 
Leamington Spa made obsolete the 17th century Bridge over the Avon, 'an irregular narrow building of 7 or 
8 arches, some round and others pointed'.  By 1830 it had been condemned as unsafe and the next year the 
Portobello Bridge, some 20 yards lower down the stream, replaced it at a cost of £9,000.  The new bridge, 
the work of John Nichol, County Surveyor, had three wide elliptical ashlar-faced brick arches springing 
from moulded plinths.  It had tall but empty niches in the piers – there seems to have been no cash for 

statues of water nymphs!  

All this is difficult to appreciate today.  The Avon riverbank is neglected, and so overgrown with 
undistinguished trees that it is difficult to get a full view of the remarkably fine flat arches. 

The original width catered for two narrow carriageways and presumably a pedestrian walkway only on the 
South side, for in 1892 a wrought-iron pedestrian walk and lattice parapet was added on the North side.  This 
did the structure no favours, but worse was to come.  The perceived need for wider carriageways meant that 
another new structure needed to be added to retain the South walkway.  No doubt the 1892 design was 
considered too flimsy, and sometime in the 1950s or 60s a brutal (and cheap) design of steel pillars, I-beam 
and standard steel railings was added.  It was later decided that even this structure would not take a heavy 
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vehicle, and the high kerbs were added to prevent such encroachment.  Despite this the north walkway was 
eventually declared unsafe even for pedestrians, I think quite recently. 

So with the north aspect compromised, and the south 
aspect ruined, you might think things could get no worse.  
But the concept of a bridge almost solely for vehicles, of 
ever-growing widths and lengths, began to come under 
attack from cyclists and pedestrians.  Add awkward 
junctions at both ends, and it is not surprising that the 
County Council has had the bridge on and off its agenda 
for some thirty years. 

 

North side of bridge (with empty niches) 

The demise of Pottertons, just to the north west of the 
bridge, was the missed opportunity.  It does not take a 
genius to see that what is needed is a new bridge, 
increasing capacity to the point that the unsatisfactory 

walkways can be stripped off and the excellent structure once again revealed. And yes, we do indeed have a 
fine new bridge, just 250 metres upstream.  Why on earth the new housing on the Potterton site was allowed 
to have a “private” bridge, rather than one integrated with the other pressing traffic needs, I cannot 
understand.  But there it is. 

Can it get worse?  Amazingly, yes, Planning permission was quite recently given for two new buildings at 
the northwest corner of Portobello Bridge, despite them being so close to the carriageway as to prevent it 
being made a bit wider at the pinch point where an extra westbound traffic lane is needed for turning into 
Greville Road.  No doubt County and District blame each other for that error.    

Both the Leamington and Warwick Societies, as well as groups representing cyclists, pedestrians and other 
interested parties, are now engaged in a dialogue with the County Council to see what common ground can 
be found.  Not unreasonably, we are being asked to choose between a number of options, but the answer I 
want to give is “none of the above”.  We need a new bridge, sufficiently separated from the Portobello 
arches to prevent it spoiling their appearance.  And only a truly radical approach to the traffic issues will 
meet 21st century needs.  The County should work to the spirit of its own Local Transport Plan and 
encourage public transport, cycling and walking by altering how the carriageway is shared out between these 
conflicting users. 

The dialogue continues, but I fear that little of value may emerge.  English Heritage will eventually have to 
decide what value to place on a bridge already so defaced, when none of the options proposed will actually 
conserve or enhance the original structure.  Cars and trucks will continue to speed on their way.  Cyclists 
will face dangerous pinch points.  And pedestrians marooned on one or other side will have to wait patiently 
for light-controlled crossings in inconvenient places.  

Chris Begg 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

Local List of historic buildings 

Following a recent review of all the designated Conservation Areas in the Warwick District it became 
obvious that many small vernacular building of interest to local communities are not protected as are those 
on the national Statutory Lists of Buildings of Historical and Architectural Interest.  Earlier this year the 
Council decided to recognise the contribution these small buildings or structures make to their local 
environment by compiling a Local List of at least some of them, including street furniture such as the 
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original cast iron telephone boxes, old pillar boxes and sign posts at road junctions or canal and railway 
bridges. 

In the view of the District Council, all buildings in the local designated Conservation Areas, whether listed 
or not, already have some form of protection from demolition or inappropriate alterations, although some 
Leamington Society members may disagree with this view.  So a decision was made that the first Local Lists 
will only include non-listed buildings outside the existing Conservation Areas.  Such buildings will be found 
in the smaller villages and the ever decreasing rural areas on the outskirts of the major urban areas in the 
District. 

To the credit of Council and the planning department, Leamington Spa, Warwick, Kenilworth and Whitnash, 
together with the centres of almost all the villages in the District are designated Conservation Areas.  The 
largest is Leamington where many areas, built in the nineteenth and earlier twentieth century, are now 
included as well as the major historic core of the town.  After the latest comprehensive review the 
Leamington Conservation Area has been extended so that thirty seven areas of interest are now included in 
the town's Conservation Area. 

The Local List will be an opportunity for members of the Society to explore the 'nooks and crannies' of the 
district outside Leamington, to identify buildings and structures that they value and nominate them to the 
Council's Conservation Officer.  It is hoped that such a Local List will help local communities to draw the 
Council's and English Heritage's attention to any buildings or structures they wish to see protected from 
possible demolition or adverse alterations. 

The Consultation Document sent out by the Planning Department [who will no doubt provide a copy on 
request] provides a number of places and buildings of interest as examples of what to look for.  There are a 
number of possible buildings for inclusion in Hampton-on-the Hill; Budbrooke, Hunningham and Hatton 
Green, but surely there must be more than three buildings of interest in Radford Semele besides the 
Methodist Church, the Manor House and Glebe House?  What about the interesting modern timber house on 
the road to Offchurch?  Also, is Honiley Hall the only building of  interest in that village, and are there only 
four in Weston-under-Wetherley, most of which appear to be in Hunningham? 

A local list of historic buildings will not give the same statutory protection as is given to nationally listed 
buildings but in order to help maintain the character of these particular buildings the District Council may, at 
some stage, wish to introduce other measures to protect their character, such as the introduction of an 
Article 4 Direction which would remove certain permitted development rights, particularly in the terms of 
replacement windows or alterations to other details that affect the character of the building although this 
could only be done after further public consultation with both the owners of properties and local parish 
councils. 

Toby Cave 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

The Church  

I joined the choir of the Parish Church when I was eleven, and I learnt to love the words of the services.  I 
always loved the singing.   

Later on I became an atheist.  Later again I asked myself if atheism were satisfactory, and now I call myself 
an agnostic with significant though unstable leanings towards Christianity.   

Any artist in any medium understands the importance of ebb and flow and proportion; more particularly of 
climax. In Constable's "Cornfield" the climax is the boy's red waistcoat; in the fifth symphony of Beethoven 
the blaze at the beginning of the last movement; in Othello the murder; in Athens the Parthenon.  
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In this town of ours the climax is The Parish Church. Always, however often I see it, I am thrilled: from the 
lake in the Jephsons Garden or the viaduct on the Willes Road by the Mill Gardens; from the corner of the 
Pump Room Gardens near the cinema or on the suspension-bridge over the river; above all from the corner 
of Dormer Place by the pizza-house, where there is one of the great views of the world, urban and rural, 
classical and romantic all at the same time.  It is our glimpse of heaven and earth united, our equivalent, our 
provincial equivalent if you will, of the Parthenon.   

 

All Saints, Leamington Spa 

But through no fault of its staff and congregation it is in 
terrible peril; before very long, in ten years probably, 
failing an enormous effort of will and faith, its doors will 
close for the last time and it will be demolished.  Out of 
apathy, out of indolence we, I say "we", we tens of 
thousands of people of Leamington, will have allowed the 
most important building in our town to vanish.  For a 
while we shall miss it.  Soon we shall hardly remember it.  
We shall be diminished.  

There are those who will say, "What does the Parish 
Church do for me?"  I ask them (but I do not expect an 
intelligent reply) what has Shakespeare done for them, or 
the view of the Palace of Westminster from the Thames?  
There are others who will explain that they are not 
Christians.  Nor, I am sure, are they believers in Pallas Athene, the Virgin (parthenos), who sprang fully 
armed from the head of Zeus.  Will they shrug their shoulders and keep silent if the Parthenon crumbles into 
rubble?  Will they?  

Robin Taylor 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

Cycling summer event in Leamington   

Hundreds of people had a wheelie good time when a special celebration of cycling was held in Leamington 
town centre.   

The whole of the Leamington Spa Parade was closed and taken over by cycling enthusiasts for the 
celebrations as part of the London 2012 Open Up Weekend.  The Olympics inspired Extraordinary Cycles 
event was organised by Hybrid Arts and Coventry Transport Museum, and supported by the Coventry and 
Warwickshire Partnership for the 2012 Games. 

World Champion BMX and Track Cycling Champion Shanaze Reade attended the event which marked the 
beginning of the second phase of the four-year project which was launched in 2008.  The event included a 
public performance from cyclists, a Flatland BMX jam, leisure rides and creative racing. 

Extraordinary Cycles celebrates the marriage of sport and art through exploring and developing the art form 
of dancing on bikes.  The project aims to involve all people – leisure cyclists, professionals and cycling 
organisations – using sport and art to give power and weight to cycling, attracting new cyclists and lobbying 
for improved cycling conditions for all. 

The Extraordinary Cycles project is one of only three projects in the West Midlands awarded the London 
2012 Inspire Mark for its linkage with the Cultural Olympiad: a four-year celebration of the London 2012 
Olympic and Paralympic Games through inspirational and cultural projects. 

Gemma Corden 
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EVENTS to November 2009 Chairman 

Archie Pitts 
4 LeamTerrace 

CV31 1BB  885532 
 

Vice Chairmen 
Paul Edwards 

55 Leam Terrace 
CV31 1DG  423725 

 
Robin Richmond 
38 Leam Terrace 

CV31 1BQ  335952 
 

Hon. Secretary 
Robin Adams 

21 St Marks Road 
CV32 6DL  426616 

 
Hon. Treasurer & 

Membership Secretary 
Marianne Pitts 
4 Leam Terrace 

CV31 1BB  885532 
 

Planning Representative 
Paul Edwards 

423725 
 

Other Committee Members 
Richard Ashworth  316703 

Margaret Begg  423822 
Ruth Bennion  421862 
Gordon Fyfe  312150 

Margaret Watkins  425733 
 

Newsletter Distribution 
Jo Clark 

 

The Leamington Society is a registered 

charity.  It is affiliated to the Civic Trust 

and to the West Midlands Amenity 

Societies Association. It exists to 

preserve the heritage and improve the 

character of Royal Leamington Spa and 

to encourage high standards of 

planning and architecture 

 

Charity No. 516078 

________________________________ 

 

Unless otherwise indicated, views 

expressed in these newsletters are the 

contributors’ own and not necessarily 

the corporate view of the Society. 

None of our talks are at Oddfellows   

The Lord Leycester, Colonel Gerald Lesinski 

Thursday, September 10th, 7.30; Pump Room Annexe 

Colonel Lesinski, Master of the Lord Leycester, will discuss the history of 
the Lord Leycester Hospital, its splendid gardens and the Hospital’s future  

Regency Design: Sources, influences and new technologies, Dr Steven 
Parissien 

Thursday, October 8th, 7.30; Pump Room Annexe 

Dr Parissien examines the sources for Regency Design in the late 
Georgian era, looking at style, colour and crucially, technology; the role 
of the Prince Regent himself in inspiring the domestic interiors of the 
period; and at the Crisis of Style that the advances of the time provoked in 
the 1840s and 50s.  Steven Parissien is Director of Compton Verney and a 
cultural historian whose most recent book is Interiors: The Home Since 
1700, (published by Lawrence King) 

Fire and Steam, a History of the railway, Christian Wolmar  

Wednesday, October 21st, 6.15 for 6.30; Conference Centre, 
St Peter’s Church, Dormer Place   

Christian Wolmar, eminent railway writer and journalist, examines the 
history of the railways to the present day.  He will talk about the 
development of the railway system, its highs and lows, its crucial role for 
the UK in both world wars and current government policy.   

There will be a charge of £7 to include a glass of wine or soft drink 

Tickets by post with SAE from Marianne Pitts, or at the door.   
Cheques payable to “Friends of Leamington Station” 

Canaletto in England, Graham White 

Thursday, November 12th, 7.30; Pump Room Annexe 

Georgian gentlemen on the Grand Tour bought Canaletto’s paintings but 
when war reduced the number of visitors to Venice he followed his 
market here to paint Warwick Castle, Westminster Bridge, the Thames 
embankment, ... .  Graham White, the popular local lecturer on Italian art, 
will be talking about his English work. 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

New members 

We welcome to the Society:  

David Twiddy  

Dr. Audrey Cook 

Dennis McWilliams 

James McCormack and Nicola Stokar von Neuforn 
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