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Book Launch 

On 15th November, we launched our new book, the WI History of Ripley, in Ripley 

Library, where we were able to show the originals as well as the facsimile copies. 

Ripley Town Councillors, including the mayor, Councillor Paul Lobley, attended, 

and the event attracted some interest from members of the public. We also sold 

over a dozen books, including a copy that Councillor Lobley bought and donated 

to the library. 

 

The book is now on sale, with the Butterley DVD 

and Jane’s Ripley Pubs book from Clarkes’s on 

Grosvenor Road and CVS in the Market Place. 

The full range of books and DVDs that we have 

on sale, including “Ripley at War”, the book on 

the men of the First World War Memorial, are 

available through the website, www.rdht.org.uk. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.rdht.org.uk/


Brewery Research 

Fresh from her publication of the book on Ripley’s pubs, Jane Brownson is now 

moving on to research some of Ripley’s breweries.  

The focus so far is on Fletcher’s brewery on Nottingham Road (where Zycomm 

now is) which was owned by one of the town’s first doctors, W.H. Fletcher. Its 

history is interconnected with that of Smedley’s soft drinks: see below. 

Story in a Bottle 

“Much of firm’s history remains a mystery” read the 1996 newspaper byline 

under a picture of five men in waistcoats and aprons, standing by their cart 

proudly painted “W Smedley and Sons, Ripley”. 

The picture above seems to have been taken at the same time, but shows more 

of the family, including some of the daughters, who also worked in the business. 

 



The article seemed to have founded on the discovery of a green herbal brew 

bottle found in a garden on Heage Road. The writer then talked to some of the 

surviving workers from Smedleys, and people who remembered them. The 

“mystery” was when and why the firm closed, though in reality it is a sad tale 

rather than a mystery. 

William Smedley was a miner who was born in Codnor, working there and 

moving to Sutton to follow the work. He and his wife Agnes had at least 12 

children. At some point in the 1890s, William, assisted by his eldest sons John, 

Ernald and Percy, took over the brewing business of the Fletcher family, once 

owned by one of Ripley’s first doctors W.H. Fletcher and his brother. The 

business was at first on Cromford Road, then in buildings at the back of 

Greenwich House (the Fletcher family home) on Nottingham Road. 

Giving up work at the pit to run their own business must have been quite a 

gamble, but for a time, it seems as though the firm was successful, concentrating 

on mineral waters:  ginger ale, quinine tonic, soda water and hop bitters, 

according to their advertisement.  

 



At different times, most of the children helped in the business, both sons and 

daughters. However, by 1911, Percy had moved on to become an assurance 

agent, Harold an engine driver and the others to various trades, leaving only John 

and Ernald with their father, now in his sixties, helping. John seems to have left 

the business soon afterwards, and in late 1914, Ernald caught the flu and was ill 

for some weeks. He had a partnership with a Mr Glossop, but that too was 

dissolved and he had to move premises back to Cromford Road, to a location he 

considered unsuitable. 

On Monday 8th February 1915, he told his wife and workers that he was going to 

Manchester on business, and was seen on the train at Ambergate. He was not 

heard of again until his body was found in the Cromford canal at Holloway on 

Saturday 13th February. A diary in his pocket contained what amounted to a 

suicide note, including the phrases “I don’t know what to do” and “all seems 

against me”. The inquest found that he had committed suicide “whilst of 

unsound mind.” 

The business was wound up, and in January 1916, all the fittings and equipment 

in the factory were auctioned off. They included engines, bottling machines, a 

syrup plant, three dray carts and “Mary” and “Robber”, two dray horses. 

His brothers and sisters, it seems, wanted nothing to do with the mineral water 

factory, and who can blame them. Sadly, all that is left now are a few bottles 

with the Smedley name on them. (See the front cover.) 

If anyone has information, documents or artefacts relating to these firms, or 

indeed any other breweries in Ripley, please contact Jane via the RDHT website, 

or speak to one of us in the “shed”. 

Town Council Grant 

We would like to record our thanks to Ripley Town Council for their recent grant 

of £200 towards the costs of producing the W.I. History of Ripley book. It is great 

to know that town councillors support our efforts. 

Negative Donation 

No, not something taken away, but a box of 35mm negatives from the Ripley 

Advertiser donated to the shed recently. 



They date from 1981-91, and, at a rough estimate, there are about 50,000 

frames! Many, we think, will be of no interest : there are a lot of presentations 

and football shots, for example, but looking through them and digitising the ones 

we want to retain will keep us busy for some time to come . 

 

All Presents and Correct 

Among the cuttings we have been sorting through recently was one that took our 

fancy. It was the report of a “Fashionable Wedding” in April 1939 , between Miss 

Katharine Wright, daughter of the late A Leslie Wright, Managing Director of the 

Butterley Company and Mr Hollis Breadon Coulthurst, which took place at All 

Saints Church. 

What interested us was not the wedding, although the writer of the article 

clearly pulled out all the stops, starting with: “The glory of an English spring sun 

in an azure sky was a happy augury for a charming bride…” (this is Ripley we are 

 



talking about here !), but the fact that the newspaper printed the complete list of 

wedding gifts, all 178 of them.  

The items included: a table posy centre, a jam jar, sundae spoons, a tuffet, a 

handbook of British birds in five volumes, and a cocker spaniel ! This in addition 

to numerous coffee sets, tea sets, hors d’ouvres sets and enough cutlery to stock 

a shop. Dr Warters gave an aneroid, which we thought might be a medical 

implement but turns out to have been a barometer.  

In fact, what to modern eyes is so astonishing is that the list, which took up 29 

column inches, featured the names of every guest alongside their gift. This 

practice may still take place – I don’t read enough of Hello magazine or The 

Tatler to know – but it certainly doesn’t happen in the Ripley and Heanor News. 

BIT : No News is Bad News 

There has been little activity on the Butterley Ironworks Trust front, or at least, 

little that has been made public. The owners, Aquarius Estates, have not as yet 

made a planning application, and the sub-let of the Pattern Shop to an interested 

third party seems to have stalled. Meanwhile, the site continues to deteriorate: 

there has been at least one report of a fire (most probably arson) in recent 

months.  

The Misses Turner (again) 

As well as helping to write the 1931 History of Ripley which we have just 

republished, Mabel and Marion Turner were accomplished local historians. We 

keep coming across things they have written, or accounts of the talks they gave.  

One that surfaced recently was a description of Ripley station, with the note 

“From Miss Turner, Albert Road, Ripley, November 12th 1964”.  They also 

contributed to a number of council publications, including ”Focus on Ripley” in 

the 1950s. 

We are still keen to find out more about their lives and works. Do get in touch if 

you know anything. 

 

 



The Lusitania 

Our most recent talk, on 21st November, was on the Lusitania, by Michael Parkin. 

In a most well researched talk, Michael explained how the torpedoing of the ship 

in 1915 by the german u-boat U-20 had a massive effect on public attitudes to 

the war, both here and in the USA.  

He also showed how the lack of proper 

preparations for abandoning ship resulted in 

far more people losing their lives than would 

have been the case had all the lifeboats been 

successfully launched. He detailed the various 

conspiracy theories associated with the 

sinking, including that Churchill deliberately 

exposed the ship to danger in order to 

attempt to bring the USA into the war, and 

that the torpedo set off a second explosion 

among the munitions she was carrying, 

resulting in her sinking in just 20 minutes. 

 

 

 


