U3A Walk from Snow Hill to the University of Birmingham
Some lesser known facts and trivia about places you can see along the way.
1.  The Commuter
A statue on the platform at Snow Hill Station

John McKenna 1996

It reflects the typical business man travelling through the station.

2.  Colmore Row
Originally called New Hall Lane, it transformed from a 17th-century rural lane into a premier Victorian commercial hub. Named after the affluent Colmore family, it features 23 listed buildings including St Philip's Cathedral (1715).

There was a plan in the early 1950s to widen Colmore Row and make it part of the inner ring road. Fortunately this plan was dropped.
2.1 St Phillip’s Cathedral
Originally a parish Church, a fine example of English Baroque style. It is Grade 1 listed and one of the oldest buildings in the city still used for its original purpose.

Birmingham was granted City status by Queen Victoria in 1889.

St. Phillips was redesignated as a Cathedral in 1905.

Four stained glass windows designed by Edward Burne-Jones and manufactured by Morris and Co.

The Ascension, The Nativity, The Crucifixion, The Last Judgement

Cleaned, repaired and restored in 2023.

Burne-Jones was born in a house on Bennets Hill (blue plaque) and was baptised in St Philips.

2.2 The Grand Hotel
Opened in 1879

Famous guests from Royalty to Rock stars including George VI, Winston Churchill, Charlie Chaplin, Malcolm X, The Beatles, Bob Dylan, Johnny Depp and Tom Cruise.

It has a lavish Ball Room that has featured in TV productions – Dancing on the Edge (Drama), The Game (BBC Spy Thriller), Boon TV Series.

It closed in 2002 having fallen into to disrepair and was left clothed in scaffolding and protective covers until 2012 when a £45m renovation began and it reopened in 2021.

2.3  Birmingham and Midland Eye Hospital
Now the ‘Hotel du Vin’, Birmingham.

1823 – 1996, 112 years

2.4  Scottish Union Building
It was meant to have a Dome on the top.

2.5  Atlas Insurance Building
Designed by the son of the Architect who designed the National History Museum in London.

2.6  Eagle Insurance Office
Opened in 1900.

Designed by Professor William Lethaby, a writer and teacher, a key figure in the Arts and Crafts movement and friend of William Morris.

The building is described as one of the most original of its date in England, The windows are not set into a wall, instead posts and beams support the structure making it similar to a modern skyscraper which was unheard of at the time. The door design is inspired by Buddhist temples and the moulded discs represent the sun. Also note the arches at the top alternately round and triangular and the chequer board parapet wall.

3.  Victoria Square – An unsquare square

3.1 Council House – 1879
Foundation Stone laid by Joseph Chamberlain.

Pink Floyd connection. Nick Mason’s great grandfather was Lord Mayor of Birmingham 1904–5.

3.2 Town Hall
The building was created as a home for the ‘Birmingham Triennial Music Festival’ established in 1784, the purpose of which was to raise funds for the General Hospital, after St Philip's Church (later St Philip’s cathedral) became too small to hold the festival.  It would also be used for public meetings.  It opened in 1834.

The architect was Joseph Aloysius Hansom and was a reconstruction of the Roman Temple of Castor and Pollux. It wiped him out financially and he was declared bankrupt before it was completed.  However, he went on to invent the Hansom Cab and was all set to restore his fortune and sold the patent. Then that company went bust and he didn’t receive a penny!

Charles Dickens did his first ever reading of ‘A Christmas Carol’ to an audience at the Town Hall.

3.3 Post Office
The PO wanted to knock it down in 1978 but the building was saved by the Victorian Society.

3.4 The Floozie in the Jacuzzi
It’s proper name is ‘The River’.

3.5 Victoria Square Guardians
Sphinx-like lions – protect the peace pride and dignity of the square.

3.6 Iron Man by Anthony Gormley – 1993

Mould of his own body

Monumental in size, industrial in material and process and represents Birmingham people “and their place in the world”.

3.7 Postal Order Inventor
John Skirrow Wright, 1822-1880 was one of the distinguished pioneers and social improvers of the 19th century in Birmingham, England; and inventor of the postal order.

He had a statue in Victoria Square, which was removed in the 1950s.

4.  Chamberlain Square 
4.1 Birmingham Museum & Art Gallery (BM&AG)
40 Galleries. Only partially open at present.

The Bell in the clock Tower is called Big Brum and weighs 3 tons. Supposed to rival Big Ben.

The viewing tower at the top was a WW2 look out.

4.2 Chamberlain Memorial Fountain
Neo Gothic in style and made of Portland stone.

Joseph Chamberlain made his fortune from the screw business and retired at only 38.

He was Mayor of Birmingham for 3 years 1873 – 1875, Birmingham’s Victorian heyday. The memorial fountain was built to commemorate his time as mayor when he was 44 years old.

Neville Chamberlain, “peace in our time”, was his son

5.  Centenary Square 
Named in 1989 to mark the centenary of Birmingham becoming a City.

5.1 Baskerville House
Before WW2 a Neo Classical Square was planned with several buildings and Formal gardens. Baskerville House was the only part of the plan to be completed. Then came WW2 and after the war there was no money left to complete the project.

John Baskerville was an entrepreneur. Most famous for printing and type design. Also Japanning, papier mache and wove paper that was smoother than laid paper and better for printing on. The sculpture is of the Baskerville typeface and spells ‘Virgil’. The 1757 edition of Virgil is the first book to be printed using the Baskerville typeface on wove paper.

5.2 Library of Birmingham
Designed by a Dutch architectural firm called ‘Mecanoo’

The interlocking circles reference the jewellery Quarter. The stacked rectangular design is supposed to blend the building with the pre existing buildings. The top floor houses the Shakespeare Memorial Room. The 7th floor has the secret garden.

5.3 Edward VI statue
Includes a Dedication to Birmingham Children’s Hospital.

5.4 Hall of Memory
Commemorates those who died in WW1 and WW2.

Made of Portland Stone.

Statues are Army, Navy, Air Force and Women’s services

5.5 “A Birmingham family” Sculpture
Sisters and their children. Celebrates that what constitutes a family should not be fixed.

5.6 Boulton, Watt and Murdoch
Gilded bronze, unveiled in 1956
Pioneers of the industrial revolution and members of the Lunar Society.

Boulton – Manufacturing, Watt – Steam engine, Murdoch – Engineer and inventor.

It marks the contribution these individuals made to the development of the steam engine and hence the start of the Industrial Revolution of the 18th century.

It is also known as ‘The Golden Boys’ after its colour or ‘The Carpet Salesmen’ after the partially rolled-up plan of a steam engine which they are examining.

6.  The International Convention Centre (ICC)
It is built on the site of the Prince of Wales Theatre and Bingley Hall, Britain’s first purpose-built exhibition hall, opened in 1850.

6.1 The Battle of Gods and Giants By Roderick Tye 1990

Influenced by Greek and Roman creation mythology. It’s meant to represent a broken cloud . The artist intended it to be coloured white. It is intended to symbolise Birmingham’s struggle to rebuild the city centre, the struggle between the mundane and divine.

7.  Brindleyplace
It was named after Brindley Place, the name of the street (in turn named after the 18th-century canal engineer James Brindley) around which it is built.  It was developed from 1993 onwards. 
8.  Barbarella’s
This was a legendary Birmingham nightclub and music venue located on Cumberland Street from 1972 to 1979.  Bands who played there included Duran Duran, The Clash, Sex Pistols, The Ramones, The Jam, Tina Turner, Everly Brothers, Queen, Bill Haley, Horslips and many others. The site was demolished around 2000 and is now part of the Brindley Place development. 

9.  Oozells Square
Japanese themed – combines symmetry, asymmetry and minimalism.

Cherry Blossom trees were planted 28 years ago – Double blooms each flower contains approx 30 petals.

Blossom themed events every year.

One of the most photographed parts of Birmingham when in flower.

The channel of water is called “Water Feature”.  Look out for the slow moving ripples.

9.1 Ikon Gallery
Built 1877.

Formerly the Oozell Street Board School.  Now a Modern Art Gallery with free entry.

10.  Black Sabbath Bench
The idea of "super-fan" and architect Mohammed Osam,

The bench was forged in the city and is inscribed "Geezer. Ozzy. Tony. Bill. Made in Birmingham 1968'.

11.  Rum Runner
Now Solomon Cutler Weatherspoons pub.

Rum Runner night club was demolished in 1987

Black Sabbath, Roy Wood, Dexy’s Midnight Runners, UB40, The beat, Sigue Sigue Sputnik etc

Duran Duran; all four members worked there; glass collector, Cook, Bouncer and DJ and used it as a rehearsal space.

Album ‘Only After Dark’ has the songs from the Rum Runner sessions.

12.  Mail Box
Royal Mail sorting office for Birmingham. Tunnels connected it to Platform 12 at New Street station. Cages of mail were sent to and from the sorting office through the tunnel. Closed in 1998. Open to the public during Heritage Weekends.

13.  Tennis House ,Ampton Rd
The very first version of Lawn Tennis was played here in 1859.

A court was marked out on grass mown short following the invention of the lawn mower at the home of Mr Auguria Perera and Major Harry Gem who played a game with a ball and rackets they called ‘Pelota’ and later ‘Lawn Rackets’.

14.  The University of Birmingham
The first formally planned university in the UK, also the first ‘Red Brick’ university (Liverpool also claims this).

Joseph Chamberlain was the first Chancellor.

Edward Elgar was the first Professor of music 1905-1908.

Women were enrolled from the start.

14.1 Old Joe Clock Tower
Is it the tallest free standing clock tower in the world?

Memorial to Joseph Chamberlain

14.2 Aston Webb Building
Original building of University of Birmingham Edgbaston Campus, opened in 1909.

The Great Hall is built like a cathedral, a cathedral of learning.  It was used as a hospital in WW1 and as a Covid testing centre  in 2020.

14.3 The Baggs Memorial Happiness Lecture
Held in the Great Hall each year, begun in 1976 and usually held in October.

Thomas Baggs was an alumnus of the University, when he died in 1973 he bequeathed a substantial sum to the University to provide for an annual public lecture on the theme of ‘Happiness - what it is and how it may be achieved by individuals as well as nations.’

This lecture series has seen many distinguished speakers including Yehudi Menuhin, David Attenborough, Peter Ustinov, Maureen Lipman, Rev'd Richard Coles, Robert Winston, Sue Lawley ,Alastair Campbell, Benjamin Zephaniah, Michael Rosen and Clive Myrie.

It’s free but you have to be quick to get a ticket, usually available from early September.

14.4 Red Stack
A sculpture of a pile of enormous red plastic pillows on the lawn outside the Aston Webb building. It plays with shape, material and colour. The meaning is left open to the individual.

14.5 Farradey Sculpture
Commissioned to celebrate the centenary of the Universities Royal Charter

Farradey discovered the laws of electromagnetic rotation, electrical induction and science of terrestrial magnetism.

The metal hoops between the hands are a visual manifestation of natural fields of force.

The words on the edge of the base is a Poem by T.S. Elliot, ‘The Dry Salvages’.

14.6 The Metchley Roman Fort
A large Roman Fort built in approx 48 AD and occupied over several periods till 120 AD

The site lies lies within the area now occupied by the UoB and QE Hospital.

14.7 The Frisch–Peierls Memorandum (University of Bham, Physics Dept)
A short memorandum written by two German scientists, Otto Frisch and Rudolf Peierls, working at UoB.  It was the first document to explain the practicalities of how a nuclear bomb could be built, the physics and mathematics behind it and the devastating consequences of such a bomb.
It helped send Britain and America down a path which led ultimately to the Manhattan Project and the atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.
Klaus Fuchs, an assistant of Peierls was a Communist sympathiser and passed details of their work to the soviets.  There was at least one occasion where this took place on Colmore Row, probably at the Kardomah Cafe

