
Section 4 

Saving the Darby’s Ale Sign 



The Darby’s Ale sign had been part of  
Lombard Street West, West Bromwich, for 
around 80 years. 

The photograph on the right shows Lombard 
Street West before its demolition and the 
Darby’s Ale sign on the wall of what was 
once Parish’s Restaurant, which became 
Court Restaurant, and then part of the 
Council’s offices.  The Darby’s sign was 
advertising that their beers were available in 
Parish’s Restaurant. 

We know the printing department was based 
there for sometime and we’ve been told there 
were some remains of the restaurant in the 
building. These came to light when   
demolition work was carried out as can be 
seen in the photograph below. 



Courtesy of Terry Price 

Ghost signs have become very important  
because they’re disappearing rapidly, and if 
a Darby’s Beer Label can fetch £120  
at auction, I thought this ghost sign was 
worth saving. 

One Friday afternoon in autumn 2017 a 
friend rang, knowing my interest in ghost 
signs, to tell me that the buildings in Lom-
bard Street West were being demolished 
and that the Darby’s sign would soon be no 
more. 

I rang the Council’s Planning Department to 
find out the details of what was happening in 
the area.  They told me that as part of the 
demolition of the old Gas Showroom, which 
is being relocated to the Black Country  
Living Museum, Lombard Street West was 
being  demolished as far as the Law Courts. 
I was advised to approach the contractors 
on site to find out if they were saving the 
sign. 

I drove into West Bromwich immediately and 
had to access the site under a barrier and 
through rubble to where the building, with 
the sign, was already being demolished.   I 
managed to attract the workmen and they 
came over to speak to me. They informed 
me that the bricks from the sign would just 
be knocked down with the rest the building.  
They had not been given an instruction to 
save the sign.  I asked them if they could 
save the sign for me, and one of the very 
kind workmen said he would ask the person 
in charge of the demolition.  He  
disappeared for sometime and I chatted to 
one of the other workmen, who said he  
remembered Darby’s and used to have a 
drink in the Dunkirk Inn.  When his  
colleague returned he gave me the good 
news that I could have the sign.  The two 
workmen said they would take the bricks 
down individually and save them for me.  I 
could come and collect them after the week-
end on Monday afternoon. I thanked them 
very much for their kindness and left the 
site. 

On my way home, in a very happy frame of mind, I thought  how do I get those bricks from the 
site on Monday and where do I store them.  I decided to contact Russell Bowen, who had been 
involved with us on a previous project. 

The Friends of Dartmouth Park had already successfully saved  the ‘West Bromwich Mural’ 
which had been in West Bromwich Building Society’s HQ since it was built in the 1970s.  This 
had been made possible by a grant from the Heritage Lottery Fund, so we had some  
experience of this type of project. Russell Bowen, who lives locally, had made a wonderful job 
of transferring the ‘West Bromwich Mural’ from the Building Society to Sandwell Park Farm.  He 
would be the obvious choice to take on the job of restoring the Darby’s Ale Sign and  installing 
it at a new site.  A few photographs of the West Bromwich Mural project on the next page.



The main photograph is the ‘West Bromwich Mural’ in West Bromwich Building Society’s HQ 
when a group of us made a visit with Robin Pearson and Tom Farley.  

The following photographs show 
how Russell and a colleague took 
the mural down and installed it at 
Sandwell Park Farm. 

On the right part of the mural carefully placed on the 
floor following its removal from the wall and below 
right attached to a board for transporting to the Farm. 
Below right Russell fitting it to the walls at the Farm. 

The artist, William Burgess, and myself at the unveil-
ing ceremony of the newly installed mural, which 
worked very well as separate pieces of art work 
around the walls of the room.  



I contacted Russell, told him the story of the sign and of my dilemma about collecting and  
storing the bricks making up the sign from the demolition site.  He kindly said he would meet 
me on Monday afternoon in his vehicle, collect the bricks for me and store them in his garden 
under tarpaulin.   

The Friends of Dartmouth Park were now the proud owners of 96 house bricks and the next 
course of action was to find a suitable site.  The various places in the Park we thought would 
be suitable weren’t large enough or secure enough to accommodate the sign.   Then  
Dartmouth Park’s gardener, Alan, suggested a window could be taken out  of a building on the 
perimeter wall of the Park and the sign put in it’s place.  The window was in a storage building 
and vulnerable, so it was beneficial to all concerned and the sign would find a resting place in 
a prominent position close to the main gates of the park.   

I contacted Mark Stretton, Sandwell’s Conservation Officer, to find out if there would be any 
objection to this suggestion.  He asked for an image of how it would look and thought it a 
great idea and would fulfil two purposes—a good site for the sign and better security for the 
building.  

Having been given the go ahead for where the sign could be relocated, I sent a project  
enquiry form for funding to the Heritage Lottery and was called to a meeting at their Birming-
ham HQ to discuss our ideas.  This meeting was very useful and pointed me in the right  
direction for getting advice on how the sign should be sensitively restored, and that it would 
require an interpretation board to inform passers by of the importance of the sign and why it 
had been saved.  I would also need to get the public’s support for the project by giving 
presentations to local groups and getting those present to support the application for funding. 

I was very passionate about saving this last piece of evidence that a brewing industry actually 
existed in West Bromwich, which, along with many of West Bromwich’s other industries, had 
disappeared without a trace of the fact that they ever existed. 

My next job was to get quotes for all the work required to complete the project.  Russell gave 
me an estimate for restoring the sign and installation.  This included removing the window in 
the wall and bricking up the space.  I needed to know the cost of a Blue Plaque, which  we 
intended to display on the outside of the former Bush Inn, where Darby’s started brewing in 
the 1870s. Also the cost of the interpretation board, events to inform the local community of 
the project, which included a visit to the Black Country Living Museum, where we had a talk
on brewing and pubs in the Black Country in the 1900s. We would have to hold unveiling 
events for the Blue Plaque and the Sign, plus there was the cost of producing this book. 



I sent an application form for funding in 
the sum of £9,500 to cover the cost of 
the project.   

It was also important to inform the  
local community of the project, and 
presentations where given at various 
local libraries and clubs.  Also  articles 
were written for local newspapers, and 
our own newsletter kept our members 
updated on progress. 

In April 2018 we were advised that we 
were successful in our application and 
could proceed.   

Restoring the sign was the first  
challenge, which was undertaken by 
Russell who had given his garden over 
to storing the bricks. He converted a  
large table into a trolley by putting 
wheels on the legs, which made it  
easier for him to move the sign around 
whilst working with the heavy bricks.

Russell had a cast iron frame made to 
take the bricks, and then it was as  
difficult as a jigsaw puzzle to put the 
sign back together.  Although the bricks 
had been stacked by the demolition 
contractors, they hadn’t been  
numbered.   

Russell was helped in this task by Mark 
Barrett. 

The restoration had to be authentic to 
the age of the sign and Russell did a 
particularly sensitive, and painstaking, 
job of achieving a perfect result. 

Once restored the sign had to be  
protected from the elements with a 
coating of resin.   

Whilst Russell had been busy  
restoring the sign, the Blue Plaque 
and the Interpretation Board were  
being discussed and agreed.   

I contacted the Manager, John  
Paddock,  of what was now Wood 
Lane Community Centre, formerly 
the Bush Inn, where we wanted to 
install the Blue Plaque.  He had 
been looking into the history of the 
building and was delighted about 
having a Blue Plaque telling the 
building’s history. 

You can just see the name of 
the business that painted the 

sign: 
J Simpson Decorators, 

Woodward Street,  
and John Imm's brother, 

Thomas worked for Simpson 
and painted the sign.

The sign before and after its restoration



The small businesses chosen to produce these important aspects of the project were excellent 
and very helpful. Their advice was necessary as I hadn’t done anything like this before, and 
needed to be pointed in the right direction. 

The Blue Plaque was installed on the wall of Wood Lane Community Centre by a friend,  
Lawrence Jones, and I had purchased some navy blue material for the unveiling.  Fortunately 
another friend, Lorraine Darby, very kindly made the curtain for me.  I had a little rehearsal  
before the event to make sure everything would run smoothly.   

The plaque was unveiled in August 2018 and the full story is in Section 3. 



The Interpretation Board and the Darby’s Ale Sign were ready, and I got in touch with Charles 
Darby, the Great Grandson of George Darby who started brewing in West Bromwich, to 
arrange a date for the unveiling.   Charles had supplied much information on his family’s history
in brewing for my presentations and for this book.

Charles gave me a date, Friday 
26 October, 2018,  which was  
convenient for the family, and  
preparations were made for the 
unveiling ceremony.  

Russell mounted the very heavy 
sign on the wall with the help of 
two assistants, scaffolding and a 
hoist. 

The Interpretation Board was 
screwed into place and we were 
all set to start preparations for 
the actual unveiling. 



After much hard work by Russell and his team of two, they can relax and enjoy a job well done. 
Russell, in the centre, had been involved with the project from the beginning when he kindly  
collected the bricks making up the sign from the demolition site. 



Preparations were made for the unveiling event.  The Mayor of Sandwell, Cllr Joy Edis, agreed 
to attend, invitations where produced by Chris Holloway, (the artist who painted the picture of  
Dunkirk Brewery). The invitations were sent out to those who had written letters of support to 
the Heritage Lottery, people who had worked for Darby’s and had given information and  
memories of their association with the Darby family.   

Dartmouth Central Bowling Club, next to Dartmouth Park, was booked for a buffet lunch 
following the unveiling. 

Charles Darby, his wife Valerie, who live in Edgbaston, and his brother Michael, who lives in the 
Wirral, were coming to West Bromwich for the occasion.  Charles had invited his son Alistair 
Darby, who, as previously mentioned, is Chief Executive of Brains Brewery in Wales, but he 
was unable to attend due to an important meeting he had to attend. 

The day arrived and the Park’s gardeners kindly fixed the curtain over the sign ready for the  
unveiling.  People started to arrive, including the Darby family and the Mayor, and we were 
ready for the unveiling ceremony.  It was cold and rainy so it had been decided to make all the 
speeches back at the Bowling Club.  The photographs below and over leaf, taken by Chris  
Holloway, give blow by blow images of the unveiling. 

Going, going  ………. 



……….Gone 

Now it’s time for the photographs 



Carol Hartill, Charles Darby, 

the Mayor of Sandwell,  

Cllr. Joy Edis, above,  

and on the right  

Michael Darby joins the group



A photographer from the local newspaper came 
along and took lots of photographs and then we 
made our way to Dartmouth Central Bowling Club 
for the speeches and lunch.  On each table there 
where Darby’s Ale coasters for everyone to take 
away as a memory of the occasion. 

Following excellent speeches from the Mayor and 
Charles Darby we raised a toast to the Darby  
family and then everyone tucked into an  
excellent buffet.   A big thank you must  go to 
Jackie, from Dartmouth Central Bowling Club,
who made the occasion very special. 

Following lunch Charles Darby was busy meeting 
people and asking them what memories they had 
of the Brewery and Darby’s pubs.  

The next day the event was front page news in 
the Express & Star!! 




