
Back Garden back then A selection of 
photographs of 
Swindon covering 
the area between 
Regent Circus, 
Victoria Road, 
Eastcott Hill and 
Prospect from the 
Nineteenth century 
until today. The 
pictures are from 
the collections of  
Swindon Library 
Collection,  
including  
some from  
the Swindon 
Advertiser,  
and the  
private  
collection of  
and Brenda 
Ronayne.
Captions by  
Tom Blake and 
Peter Green.

Swindon Back Garden is a Swindon 
residents’ network established 
under Swindon Borough Council’s 
Connecting People: Connecting 
Places Initiative.

If you can you tell us more about 
Back Garden in the past, please 
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swindonbackgarden@yahoo.co.uk 
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New Swindon seen 
from the hill circa 
1885
We’re cheating. This picture 
was taken outside of the Back 
Garden, possibly from where 
Dixon Street is now. But it 
gives a wonderful view, over 
the fields of Even Swindon, and 
of the rural divide between New 
and Old  Swindon. The trees, 
hedges and grass would be 
covered in housing in the next 
20 years.

The view from Prospect at this 
date would have been very 
similar.

The spire is that of St Marks 
built for the railway village. 
To its left is visible the water 
tower, part of the railway 
works. Both can be seen 
amongst the houses in the 
modern picture.
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Inset This 1851 
map shows 
where North 
Street will 
be built along 
the ecclesiastical boundary 
between St Marks and the 
‘new’ Swindon Parish Church.



Regent Circus and the 
north side of the hill 
from the east 1920s
A photo from the 1920s, when 
street names were painted on 
the roads in big black letters, 
just in case people forgot 
where they were. 

Horsell Street no longer exists.  
When the war failed to ravage 
Swindon, the 1960s town 
planners seem to have played 
a game of  Luftwaffe and 
Bombers with it.  

Horsell Street went to make 
way for the college.  Many 
other buildings – most 
controversially the neo-
classical Baptist Tabernacle, 
which appears as the large 
building behind Commercial 
Road in this picture – were also 
destroyed in this era. 

Only the south side of Edmund 
Street survived the onslaught 
of the College along with a 
much truncated Rolleston 
Street.
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Inset The Town Hall and 
the Baptist Tabernacle 
formed the finest 
townscape in Swindon.



Regent Circus and the 
north side of the hill  
from the west 1920s
The houses and streets that 
vanished under the College 
building in the 1960s. 

Housing, see 1, between 
Edmund Street and Swindon 
Road has recently reappeared. 

Downhill of the chapel on 
Rolleston Street there is a 
small patch of allotments or 
perhaps the gardens for the 
remarkably rural looking 
houses at right angled to the 
street. 

The gap in the terraces on 
Prospect Hill and Western 
Street that led to the absence 
of 11 Western Street and the 
addition of 41a Prospect Hill 
can be seen.

Before Victoria Road was built, 
Prospect Hill and its offshoots 
constituted the main route 
between Old and New Swindon. 
Under the plans for the College 
site, they will do so again. The 
modern picture was taken at 
the spot marked 2, on Cross 
Street.
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Inset Centre top, at 3, 
is the Queen’s Theatre 
that was on the corner 
of Groundwell Road 
and Clarence Street. 
When built it could 
accommodate 1,600 
patrons. It later became the 
‘Empire Theatre’ and was 
demolished in 1959. The 
Dolce Vita Restaurant now 
occupies the site.
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Regent Circus 1968
The College building provide 
aerial photographs without an 
aeroplane.

In this picture the ancient 
library huts have been hidden 
away under the forest canopy 
at the rear of the Town Hall.

In the distance the Thistle 
Hotel is under construction, but 
work has yet to start on what 
would become Debenhams. 
There is no Wyvern and the 
Post Office stands at the 
corner where the cafe and the 
shops that run to the Swindon 
Rendez–Vous now stand.

Not quite as empty of vehicles 
as some of the pictures in this 
exhibition taken in the early 
1950s, but one still wonders 
if the Lollipop man’s presence 
was needed given the small 
amount of traffic.

If you can you tell us more about Back Garden 
in the past, please email 
swindonbackgarden@yahoo.co.uk 

Swindon Back Garden 
gratefully acknowledges the help of the 
Swindon Collection, Central Library; Swindon 
Advertiser and Brenda Ronayne in gaining 
access to these pictures. Copyright is retained 
by the copyright holders 

Inset The view along 
Regent Street past the 
magnificent Tabernacle 
Chapel. It is 1902 and 
preparations are in 
hand for Edward VIII’s 

coronation.



Byron Street 1960s
A picture taken in the 
early 1960s looking along 
Commercial Road. The Empire 
Fish and Chip Restaurant is 
now the site of the car park for 
increasingly picturesque ruins 
formerly known as Swindon 
College. This shot is diagonally 
opposite the site of the old 
Empire Theatre which was 
demolished in 1959 having 
stood unused since 1955. 

Byron Street was built in 1873 
and was the first in a series 
of local streets named after 
poets.  Others were Dryden 
Street, Shelley Street, Milton 
Road and Tennyson Street. 
Sadly there was no place for 
Swindon’s own poet Alfred 
Williams – the ‘Hammerman 
Poet’. 

The literary theme for road 
names has been recently 
revived with characters from 
Jasper Fforde’s novels being 
commemorated on roads at the 
Thames Reach development in 
North Swindon.

Inset The view up Byron 
Street with the backs of 
houses on the north side 
of Cross Street at the 
very top. Byron Street 
did not connect with 
Cross Street, stopping at 

the alley behind the houses.
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Eastcott Hill and 
Commercial Road 1964
Commercial Road was 
so named because of its 
aspirations as a rival for 
Regent Street as New 
Swindon’s main shopping 
area.  Before this, it had been a 
residential street on the edge of 
the Rolleston estate.  

As John Chandler in his 
fascinating book on Swindon 
points out, Commercial Road is 
a fault line in the development 
of Swindon. It follows a field 
boundary that went back at 
least as the early 19th Century, 
if not earlier. 

If you can you tell us more about Back Garden 
in the past, please email 
swindonbackgarden@yahoo.co.uk 

Swindon Back Garden 
gratefully acknowledges the help of the 
Swindon Collection, Central Library; Swindon 
Advertiser and Brenda Ronayne in gaining 
access to these pictures. Copyright is retained 
by the copyright holders 

Inset The Central Library 
huts which pre–dated the 
Roman chariot works 
by the canal are clearly 
visible in the smaller 

picture. In a break with 

Swindon tradition they have 
been demolished and replaced 
by the fine library building that 
we have today.



Rolleston Street 1971
1971, when the Beehive still 
had Morrells.  As opposed to 
morals.  These it has never 
had.  [Allegedly - Ed]

The Beehive has suffered 
chimney fires in the past, but 
this looks as if it has been hit 
by a meteorite.

This view along the truncated 
Rolleston Street was taken 
from the link between the two 
college buildings, close to 
Edmund Street. Edmund Street 
was built by James Maxwell 
and named after Edmund 
Jones.  Maxwell Street was 
built by Edmund Jones and 
named after James Maxwell.  
As it says in Peter Sheldon’s 
‘Roadways’,  “some degree of 
mutual admiration must be 
implied.”  Whatever that might 
mean.
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Inset Rolleston Street 
before the second phase 
of the college building 
was completed, The 
street is still a through 
route with the Beehive 

in the distance.



Swindon College 1967
The shape of things to come.  
The building they couldn’t pull 
down.

In 1967  the fee for a full-
time business studies course 
at Swindon College was ten 
shillings, or £250 for overseas 
students.  The range of courses 
available reflected the times, 
and pointed to Swindon’s 
history of manufacturing and 
engineering: Diesel Injection 
Equipment Maintenance, 
Agricultural Mechanics and 
Oxy–acetylene Welding were 
all on offer.  

As well as forming one of 
the ‘Big Three Ruins’ – the 
Mechanics, College and the 
Locarno that form a ley line of 
depression across the town, 
the now–derelict college is also 
home to a large population of 
house mice, which in times of 
hardship invade the houses on 
the north side of Cross Street.

Perhaps the RSPCA could 
adopt the building? 
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Inset This picture was 
taken from Horswell 
Street. Can anyone explain 
what the window with its 
balcony was for? Was this 
the Principal’s Office?



Victoria Road  
circa 1905
The ‘Swindon and North 
Wiltshire Technical Schools’ 
close to the bottom of Victoria 
Road. The ‘Schools’ would 
in time lead to the ‘modern’ 
College buildings of the 1960s 
to decay in this century. The 
Schools cost £14,000 and 
amongst those who contributed 
was the Science and Arts 
Department, South Kensington, 
funded by moneys raised by the 
Great Exhibition.

The horse and cart seems to 
have just made a delivery to 
what is now a kebab shop. The 
horse seemingly unfazed by the 
overtaking tram on the number 
11 route to the Market Square 
in Old Town. Electric trams 
were introduced in 1904. 

The puzzle in the picture is the 
shop on the extreme right. This 
is now one of several houses 
that give every indication of 
always having been houses

Inset The Swindon Tram 
Disaster a year after the 
postcard was produced. 

On 1 June 1906 a crowded ran 
away coming down the hill and 
crashed in Regent Circus. Five 
people were killed. The tram 
was carrying visitors returning 
from the Bath and West 
Agricultural Show, held that 
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year in Old Town. 

In the smaller picture 
a very large crowd 
watches the bodies 
of those killed being 
removed from the tram. 
The imposing building 
in the background was the 
‘Queen’s Theatre’ which stood 
on the corner of Groundwell 

Road and Clarence Street, 
facing what is now ‘Curry 
Island’.



Eastcott Hill
Looking down Eastcott Hill 
towards Regent Circus and the 
Town Hall.  

The white building on the 
left-hand side of the picture is 
(mostly) still standing. It is a 
good and under appreciated 
example of the art–deco 
architecture that crops up in 
this part of Swindon – see also 
the Mecca (now MECA), Rudi’s 
Bar and the Savoy. 

The road on the right is the 
back entry to properties on 
Regent Circus and Horsell 
Street. Horsell Street, now 
demolished, is out of shot, right 
foreground. It lay along the line 
of the front of the College.

When Regent Circus was built 
it was originally going to be 
called Trafalgar Square.  The 
powers that be turned down 
this suggestion on the grounds 
that it was too pretentious.  It 
would have been a fitting name, 
given the number of pigeons 
that conduct their ‘business’ 
there on a daily basis. 

Inset The 
1948 Swindon and District 

yearbook. The Swindon 
Building Society merged with 
the Stroud Building Society 
in1986 to form the Stroud & 
Swindon Building Society. By 
2009 the society was the 10th 
largest in the UK. It merged 
with Coventry Building Society, 
then the UK’s third largest 
building society. In 2010. It 
continues to trade under its old 
name from an office at the top 
of Regent Street.
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Rolleston Street 1957
A sad picture. Colonel William 
Villett Rolleston owned a 
large estate in Swindon.  
Rolleston Street was built in 
1873, marking the estate’s 
southeastern border. Rolleston 
bought the Eastcott estate 
in the 18th century – around 
about the time that the other 
great landowning Swindon 
family, the Goddards, bought 
Westcott, splitting what 
had once been the manor of 
Nethercott.  

By the date this picture was 
taken only Thorne the grocers 
is open, but former–residents 
could try to forget the sadness 
of leaving well–loved homes by 
going to the Savoy to watch the 
controversial erotic film ‘Baby 
Doll’, starring Karl Malden 
as ‘Archie Lee Meighan’ and  
Carroll Baker as ‘Baby Doll 
Meighan’.

The low facades that almost 
make the houses look Regency, 
rather than Victorian terrace, 
can still be seen around 
Swindon, notably on Kingshill.
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Inset Before the 
College was built 
‘Bristol’ Coach 
Services had their 
booking office on the 
Rolleston Street–
Commercial Road 

corner, to the right of the 
lady in the foreground above.



Prospect Hill 1945
The VE–Day Street Party 
outside numbers 4–8 Prospect 
Hill. Even the Evening 
Advertiser had a day off on 
9th May, though on the 8th 
it reported that bus services 
would run as normal.  How 
buses could run when streets 
were filled with children eating 
Spam sandwiches is a mystery. 

The source of this picture is 
a mystery. It comes from the 
wonderful collection of old 
Swindon photographs collected 
by Brenda Ronayne at the 
Baguette Shop. The original 
picture has a list of those in 
the picture though sadly not 
so that many can be identified. 
May Chequer is holding the 
baby (1) and Alan Jeans is 
making the ‘V’ sign (2).

The caption also includes a 
reference to the landlord of the 
Beehive, who at the end of the 
party wheeled a piano “out on 
to the street for a sing–song 
with the residents during the 
festivities”. Had he tried to get 
it up the hill to number 4, the 
‘Swindon Piano Disaster ‘might 
have ensued.

1

2
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Inset Another Swindon VE–
Day celebration, this one 
possibly on Villett Street, 
near Fleet Street. Prospect 
Hill would see dancing in 
the street for the Queen’s 
Golden Jubilee in 2002.



Prospect Hill 1953
The mystery man from the 
Ordnance Survey has reached 
the corner of North Street and 
Prospect Hill, did he call at 
‘The Castle’ for a liquid lunch?

Clarke’s grocers, greengrocers 
and fruiterers, when the First 
Rule of Good Shop Keeping 
stated that you must always 
stack your tins of Campbell’s 
Soup into pyramids.  The 
Second was that you must 
leave your vegetables on the 
street for the convenience of 
passing dogs.

In the early 1950s Prospect 
Hill and Prospect Place each 
had a grocer’s shop and an off-
licence, with more shops at the 
junction with Cross Street.

One number of corner shops 
has an inverse relationship to 
the number of cars, freezers 
and both parents working 
proved lethal to Clarkes and 
most recently for Workman’s 
on Prospect Place.
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Inset The man from the 
Ordnance Survey again, 
this time just off the Back 
Garden at the top of 
Eastcott Road and Bath 
Road. Presumably the 
pointing off–shot was to 
ensure he didn’t occupy 
too much of the picture 
and was still a reasonably 

consistent image in all the 
photographs for scale. 



North Street 1953
The Brylcreem–headed, 
slightly hunchbacked fellow of 
unknown identity in this and 
other pictures was probably 
the most photographed man 
in austerity–era Swindon. His 
role in creating revision point 
photographs for the Ordnance 
Survey took him all over town.  
He looks a bit like a young 
Michael Palin. Oddly given 
the date the bag slung over 
his shoulder is not an old–gas 
mask holder.

The houses behind him look 
almost military–like in their 
precision. They remain very 
fine buildings to this day.

The most obvious difference 
today from Coronation year is 
the complete absence of cars or 
indeed any traffic, which would 
have allowed the three children 
in the picture the chance to 
play cricket or football in the 
street quite safely.

The former coach house on the 
far right-hand side of the image 
is now part of the beer garden 
of ‘The Globe’. 

Inset The 
mysterious 
Bohemian Club at 
number 6 North 
Street. Was it a 
small Czechoslovakian enclave 
in Old Town?  An early lap 
dancing establishment?
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‘Olive House’, Prospect 
Place circa 1905
Olive House achieved a small 
amount of local fame for its 
ghosts – a plump middle-aged 
woman and two children (who 
had been locked in cupboards 
when the house was a 
children’s home).  There have 
also been reports of poltergeist 
activity and, to quote ‘Haunted 
Swindon’,  “a strong sense of 
presence in the toilet corridor” 
sic. 

When this picture was taken 
Olive House was a middling 
posh family home, with 
wintergarden and servants 
quarters in the attics with only 
the minimum of lace. In Kelly’s 
Directory for Wiltshire of 1910, 
the occupant was Mrs Cook. Is 
it her standing in the doorway? 
Facing it was the off licence 
and a little way along Prospect 
Place there had been a beer 
house, so perhaps it was not as 
posh as it seems.

Today houses have been built 
in parts of its front garden 
and at the rear it overlooks 
Stagecoach’s Bus Depot. 
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The Baguette Shop 
1900s
What is now the Baguette 
Bar on the corner of Prospect 
Place, was an off–licence for 
most of last century. From the 
advertisements at this date the 
shop is selling chocolates and 
washing requisites.

The wonderful ornamental 
poster frame, with its 
protective wrought iron fencing 
is rather more eye–catching 
than the advertisement for 
Borwick’s Baking Powder. 
Borwick’s and Arkell’s are still 
available, though not at the 
Baguette Shop

The Drury family took the shop 
over from the Sobeys in about 
1932 and ran it until the 1990s.  

In 1973 the phone number was 
5868.  Which was also the PIN 
for my credit card, until I wrote 
this. [You’re fired - Ed]
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Inset The shop 
was still an 
Arkell’s off–
licence in the 
mid–1990s.



Prospect Lane  
early 1970s
The spire in the distance is 
that of Christ Church, built 
in 1851 to provide a place of 
worship for Swindon’s growing 
population.  The Goddard 
family are immortalised in 
plaques in the north transept: 
the bells are the subject of a 
poem by John Betjeman.  Just 
out of shot to the left is Union 
Row and even closer by, but 
still out of shot, is Union 
Street. The origin of names are 
a matter of conjecture: did it 
have a link with the Poor Law 
Unions?

This area is now Prospect 
Place Car Park, but in 1900 
Swindon Rural District Council 
had offices here that fronted 
onto Bath Road, and several 
small houses with apparently 
large gardens, including this 
one. Between it and Victoria 
Road is the building that now 
houses the dance school.

In the Middle Ages did a real 
dew pond here provide water 
for swine and sheep?

Inset The main 
photograph has of 
course been taken 
looking towards 
Victoria Street. In 1953 
this drinker leaning 
on the windowsill of 
the Vic, would not 
have been sitting 
outside for a cigarette. 
More likely, from his 
less than cheerful 
disposition, he was 
waiting for the pub 

to open. ‘Opening hours’: 
remember them?
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Union Street mural 
1980
Diana Dors (Fluck to her 
friends) reaches into the mind 
of Don Rogers and also to Ken 
White, who painted this and 
other murals in the town. 

Ken was Swindon’s  proto–
Banksy, but with far more 
talent. [That OK Ken? – Ed] 
His public art appeared on 
walls across Swindon. Wonder 
what he could have done with 
the College site? Returning 
to Union Street, sadly this 
Facebrick site is no more.

The photograph can be dated 
by the fact that Barry Andrews’ 
head has been replaced by 
Dave Gregory, who took his 
place in XTC.  Later, Barry 
was rightfully reinstated owing 
to the success of his band 
Shriekback.  Under Ogdens 
Walnut, David Murray John’s 
face is partly obscured by 
shrubbery.  

Put the name to the face. Can 
you spot:

William Morris – founder of the 
Adver)

David Murray John

Desmond Morris

Carleton Attwood

Alfred Williams – 
‘Hammerman’ Poet 

Harold Joliffe – founder, 
Swindon Libraries

Bruce the Charity Dog

Isambard Kingdom Brunel

Daniel Gooch

George Churchward

Diana Mary Fluck aka Diana 
Dors

Harold Fleming – Swindon 
Town Football Club

Don Rogers – Swindon Town 
Football Club

Gilbert O’Sullivan

Justin Heywood – Moody Blues 

Rick Davies – Supertramp
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Inset Early Dors. It 
is 1937 and Diana 
Fluck appears on the 
stage of the Empire 
Theatre, Swindon in 
‘Balloons and Muff 
Dances’. She was 

five years old.



Victoria Road 1970s
The contrast with Regent 
Circus only a few years before 
is enormous. Cars, cars and 
more cars (and one lorry).

‘Longs Bar’ is still ‘The Belle 
Vue’, named after the brewery 
that had owned it and which 
stood where the pub is. The 
original ‘Belle Vue’ pub faced 
Belle Vue Road and it was the 
brewery that was on Victoria 
Road.

The road itself was a late 
addition to the street plan, 
a piece of Victorian town 
planning to weld New 
Swindon and Swindon into one 
settlement. Today with the 
‘Arts Centre’ on Devizes Road 
and the ‘Wyvern’  near the 
Town Hall, it can be difficult 
believe that there are still not 
two settlements.
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Inset A very early 
photograph of Victoria 
Street looking north. 
Beyond the lip of the hill 
would have lain fields, 
the canal and the Great 

Western Railway.


