THE BLACK HORSE HOTEL (THE BLACK UN), 
WHEAT STREET, NUNEATON and the HEART IN HAND 1925
By Ernie Pittam, 
(In correspondence with Peter Lee)

Transcribed by Anne Gore

This was a really splendid pub with a large cobbled forecourt (to accommodate horse and coach maybe) at the front, red brick with black tiled sloping roofs to each door and window. There was a grand entrance to the main bar (this was later closed and the hallway taken over to house the dartboard which became all the rage in late 30’s early 40’s) and another grand entrance to the well appointed hallway leading to the Lounge, Smoke Room a really grand staircase and a small window used for outdoor sales. The Lounge, rarely used, was well furnished, it had a piano too. This Lounge attracted the Yanks during World War 2 and many happy sing-along evenings brightened up the sad blackout nights. The Smoke Room at the rear was frequented by the more affluent clientele mostly business men and farmers. Seldom was a woman seen. The bar itself was rather huge with just plain seats along each wall and wooden seated stools with huge cast iron bases around plain wooden topped tables also with heavy cast iron legs. In the earlier days (Jack Grant’s time) sawdust  was liberally scattered on the floor and each table sported two or three large cast iron spittoons filled with sawdust, a huge counter with several beer pulls stood along one side of the bar and this was backed by a mirror clad wall with the spirits etc., arranged to attract the eye. There was a huge fireplace and in the winter there was always a large coal fire burning. On the hearth stood a range of iron pokers which were heated on the fire to be dipped into the pints of whatever brew to mull it during the real cold weather.
Out in a large area at the rear was a covered area with a glass roof for families to sit out during the summer months to enjoy the different beverages. At the far end of the yard was a row of buildings which must have been stables at some time but had been converted into storage sheds. Jack Grant and his wife were the much respected landlords and they had 3 sons and 2 daughters. They all gave a hand in the running of the pub as well as having daily jobs of their own. Jack came to a rather unfortunate end. He liked a drink himself and almost every afternoon after washing up etc. he had a snooze lying out along one of the long seats but one afternoon he dropped off, literally.  He fell asleep and rolled off the bench landing on his chest cracking some ribs one of penetrated a lung from which he never recovered. His wife Amy carried on for a while but none of the family cared to carry after she became too old so she retired (late thirties). Harold Richards, a special constable became a very popular mine host especially throughout the war years.
The regulars were mainly Mainline Engine Drivers and business people but his most successful years were during the World War 2 years when he always seemed to get a bigger allocation of beer than the Heart over the road although this was always denied. He did train a greyhound with the help of his son Desmond that reached the final of the Greyhound Grand Final at Wembley. He later retired at the pub closure (40’s late) and had a successful career as a second hand car dealer.

Incidentally as with the Heart the pub had a successful darts and dominoes team and as with Albert Mellor the match nights were real bean feasts with bread and cheese and onions in ample supply.
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The outstanding surprise miracle call it what you may:
At the time of World War 2 I was living at 56 Wheat Street. During the major air raid on the town (40 something) I along with the rest of the family were bombed out and lived for 8 months in Oaston Road. The front of the house was blown in and the entire front half of the house had to be re-built.
The Black Horse was just 2 doors away. The Heart in Hand was almost opposite (within 20 yards). Both pubs, damage amounted to several window replacements. No structural damage involved, however Dad and I did get a free pint from both landlords.

HEART IN HAND (THE HEART) 1925

I feel confident the landlord at this time was a Mr Harris, a bit stodgy and overweight but still the friendly publican of those days. Not much variety of drinks. Main seller was Mild Ale at 2d a pint. Old Ale at 3d a pint. Stout (later replaced by Guinness) at 3d a pint. A selection of Nuts and Raisins and Smiths Crisps. No shorts. Clientele: Railway Workers, Goods Train Drivers, Firemen, Porters and Cleaners from the sheds at the top of Wheat Street. Regulars were residents of lower Wheat Street, Back Street and Vicarage Street. Dominoes was the main interest (Darts did not come in until 1931/2). A Sick and Divi club was run annually, members paid a few pence each week and benefitted by a few shillings when incapacitated from work and remaining funds were shared out just prior to Christmas each year. This was organised by volunteer regulars, anyone being sick for a few weeks was looked upon very unfavourably by other weekly payers. Sales from the Outdoor Dept are interesting. If young children brought a bottle for filling with Mild or Bitter had a paper sealing strip over the cork to prevent a guzzle before getting back home. I do believe the law changed later banning young persons purchasing alcoholic drinks before a certain age. Saturday nights usually finished up with a sing song around the lamp post at the front of the pub. It was only a small pub with a cramped bar when the drinkers gathered on popular evenings. However there was a tiny Smoke Room which seldom had many customers. When Mr Harris retired a Mr Plaice took the reins with little success. Not a friendly host who’s manner reduced the number of regulars but he didn’t stay for long. He was replaced by Albert Mellor an ex-miner. He was an instant success because most of the then regulars were miners. He was soon selling short drinks, putting up a dartboard, introduced card games, dominoes and a larger variety of brews of beer. His biggest drawback was the size of the bar. He had an extension built at the rear of the premises which provided living quarters for him and family. The regulars were still drawn from the Railway workers and miners and many from other parts of town.  During World War 2 beer was rationed and on the day the beer arrived it was almost impossible to get near the bar. Albert encouraged the members of a local soccer team. After a while the team adopted the name of Hearts Athletic. He was also responsible for doing away with the laying of sawdust on the bar floor and disposing of the unhygienic cast iron spittoons which were also filled with sawdust. He built a small gymnasium at the rear of the premises too and encouraged quite a few youngsters to take up amateur boxing along with his son young Albert. Albert had a few contests of a minor capacity but never really hit the headlines. The pub was taken over by Fred Wildebore who had taken over Marlowe’s shop previously. Fred was wed to my mother’s cousin (this is a very interesting story too which I will have to let you have sometime). He remained mine host until the pubs closure (??).
In the early days not many women frequented the pub. In fact it was looked upon as womanly degrading but with the coming of World War 2 attitudes changed into the present day women freedom.

