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JANUARY 1ST



1966: On this day the beautiful old St James’ railway station closed. The first station on this site was opened in 1847, when the Great Western Railway opened a direct line to London via Swindon. Although this was intended to be a temporary building, it was not replaced until September 1894 – nearly fifty years later. Italianate in design, with an impressive covered carriage entrance, it looked like a mini version of many of the great London terminals, being very much like St Marylebone. The arrival of the railway spelled the end for many of the town’s established coaching inns, although the improved communications did increase the number of short-term visitors to the town.


Probably the most famous train to operate from St James’ station was the ‘Cheltenham Flyer’. This was the first train in the world scheduled to run at more than 70mph start to stop, a feat she achieved between Swindon and Paddington in 1932. Today the nameplate of the ‘Cheltenham Flyer’ is preserved in the National Railway Museum at York. The St James’ site is now home to offices and apartments, and much of Waitrose stands on what were the station’s sidings. (Various sources, including Rowbotham & Waller, Cheltenham: A History)




JANUARY 2ND



2011: On this day the daredevil motorcyclists of the Cheltenham Home Guard Motorcycle Club held their annual New Year Trials at Hazleton Quarry. The ninety-five intrepid riders had to negotiate three laps of the fifteen-section circuit, braving cold and wintery conditions. In fact, they were lucky to be holding the event at all, as only a few days previously the course had been under 2ft of snow and was completely inaccessible. Although the trial was categorised as easy, it nevertheless provided some tricky moments as some of the rocks were still a bit icy. The most successful rider of the day was Tim Wheeler, who lost only one point.


The Motorcycle Club was formed at the end of the war in 1945; the members were drawn from those who had served in the Gloucestershire Regiment’s Home Guard. The club was granted the unique privilege of using the Sphinx emblem from the regiment’s badge. The badge, worn on the back of the beret, is itself unique to the ‘Glorious Glosters’. (Cheltenham Home Guard Motorcycle Club; www.glosters.org)




JANUARY 3RD



1915: On this day the celebrated poet, novelist and playwright James Elroy Flecker died of tuberculosis in Davos, Switzerland. His death at the age of thirty was described at the time as ‘unquestionably the greatest premature loss that English literature has suffered since the death of Keats’.


His actual name was Herman, but he later decided to call himself ‘James’. His father, Revd W.H. Flecker, was the first headmaster of Dean Close School in Cheltenham, where young James was educated. Although perhaps not the best-known poet, his work has influenced many others. His poem ‘The Bridge of Fire’ is featured in Neil Gaiman’s Sandman series, in the volume The Wake. The most enduring testimony to his work, though, is perhaps an excerpt from ‘The Golden Journey to Samarkand’, inscribed on the clock tower of the barracks of the British Army’s 22nd Special Air Service regiment in Hereford:


We are the Pilgrims, master; we shall go


Always a little further; it may be


Beyond that last blue mountain barred with snow


Across that angry or that glimmering sea.


(Various sources, including Gwen Hart, A History of Cheltenham)




JANUARY 4TH



1988: On this day the first episode of the Ronnie Barker BBC sitcom Clarence was broadcast. It had two connections with Cheltenham: exterior locations for the first episode were filmed in Lansdown Crescent, and the house of the character Jane Travers was in Malvern Road. The series was written by Barker himself under the name of Bob Ferris. He wrote the character Jane Travers especially for Josephine Tewson.


Clarence begins on Coronation Day in 1937 with Clarence Sale, a very short-sighted removal man, clearing the house of a snooty lady who is emigrating. There he meets Jane Travers, her maid. The couple strike up an unusual relationship and soon Clarence proposes to her. Jane decides that they should have a trial period of living together, with a pillow between them to inhibit Clarence’s lustful advances. With only two characters there was not much opportunity to develop the plot, and only one series of Clarence was made, the last one being shown on 8 February 1988. (Various sources, including BBC)




JANUARY 5TH



1891: On this day the gaieties of the week commenced with the first of the Tarantella Dances. The round room of the Rotunda had been lightly draped, and the long one more elaborately decorated by Messrs Shirer and Haddon; the colour scheme – amber and green throughout – harmonised well with the deep tones of Mr Cypher’s plants. The arrangement of the drawing room was more than ordinarily effective, the slight division produced by the use of screens and plants having a less formal effect than a more rigid separation. That the ornamentation of the room had not been left wholly in the hands of the professional furnisher was proved by the presence of a number of elegant articles which had evidently come from private drawing rooms – possibly from the residence of Colonel Bainbridge, who had carried out the arrangements for the dance. The company, numbering about 170, began to assemble shortly before nine, at which hour dancing commenced. It was kept up until one o’clock with great spirit and without intermission, refreshments being served throughout the evening by Mr Locke. (Cheltenham Looker-On)




JANUARY 6TH



2011: On this day, motorbike fanatic John Bliss made his final journey. Instead of a hearse, his body was taken to his funeral at the Cheltenham Crematorium in a motorcycle sidecar. Joy, his eighty-year-old wife, had arranged for the vintage Triumph to carry him to the service. She said: ‘He had motorbikes all his life from when he was sixteen.’ His son-in-law, Clive Wilson, travelled on the back of the bike to the crematorium.


Mr Bliss had died three weeks earlier at the age of eighty-four after a year-long battle with prostate cancer. He was one of the founder members of the Cotswold branch of the Vintage Motorcycle Club, which met regularly at pubs around the county. Former vice-president of the club, Len Ore, paid tribute to Mr Bliss, whom he had known for forty years. ‘He was never happier than when he was building motorbikes and would always help anyone out with spares they needed,’ he said. ‘He was a keen rider and keen mechanic. All he wanted to do was ride. It is a very sad loss.’


Mr Bliss worked for Dowty Mining for thirty-three years and also served in the army in Egypt during the Suez Crisis in 1951. (Gloucestershire Echo)




JANUARY 7TH



1963: On this day the Owe 40 Club held their Junior Squash Rackets Tournament in the Old Bath Road. The lawn tennis and squash club had been founded after the First World War by Henry Holgate Yolland and his wife Katherine. They had bought some land on the Old Bath Road and built a house and four tennis courts. The house was named Longuenesse after the place in France where they had worked together on the Commonwealth War Graves Commission. They then set up the Owe 40 Squash Racquets & Tennis Club, the name deriving from the highest lawn tennis handicap.


After Yolland’s death in 1939 the courts and the club declined, but in 1944 Major Albert Edward Millman, who was recuperating from serious wounds he had received in the war, stayed at Longuenesse and, with the help of some German prisoners of war from the camp at Leckhampton Court, set about restoring the courts and reviving the club. Before the war Millman had been a tennis professional, running the Billesley Lane club in Birmingham, and became quite a significant figure in the sport. Several exhibition matches were held at the Old Bath Road club by some of the world’s best players. Jack Kramer played there in 1952 and 1965, and Pancho Segura in 1952. The club closed in 1965 when Millman and his wife Elizabeth sold the land to property developers. (CLHS Journal 24)




JANUARY 8TH



1872: On this day Frederick Jones was hanged for the murder of Emily Gardner in Wellesley Road, Cheltenham the previous year. As he could neither read nor write, his confession was written down by the chaplain on the Sunday night before his execution:


I had been very jealous of her for some time and for a month or more it used to come into my mind very often that if I could not have her, nobody else should. She used to tell me about the larks and bits of fun with this chap and another, and this made me jealous of her and I swore that if I caught her speaking to anybody I would kill her. … I confronted Emily one evening, she said, ‘Don’t bother me, I shall do as I like.’ I said ‘Do you care for me or not?’ but she would not tell me. … I said ‘I will make you tell me or I will cut your throat with your father’s own razor.’ She then screamed murder three times and I said ‘I will murder you if I am to hang for it the next minute.’ … I cut her across the throat and she fell against me and knocked me down and we fell together and that was how I was covered with blood. I never knew any harm by her in all my life and I love her now. I should not like to live and do not dread what is before me, and I pray every hour for the Lord to have mercy upon me and forgive me.


(Excerpts from the Gloucester Journal, 1872, by Senior Prison Officer White)




JANUARY 9TH



1881: On this day the Cheltenham Looker-On reported a packed audience at a Rotunda concert on the previous Saturday. The crowd at the Montpellier event testified once again to the popularity of the Promenade Concerts, of which this was the eighth. Though only one vocalist took part in the programme, the absence of a second – for there had been two singers at each of the previous concerts – was compensated for by the introduction of several instrumental compositions. The most popular of these was a duet for pianoforte and violoncello by Mr von Holst. A pianoforte solo by Mr Teague also afforded the audience great pleasure. Mr Teague’s performance was quite an unexpected treat, while Mr von Holst was as brilliant as ever. Miss Lizzie Evans, the sole vocalist, sang four songs all very effectively and was warmly applauded for each, receiving a persistent encore for her rendering of ‘When the Heart was Young’. (Cheltenham Looker-On)




JANUARY 10TH



1865: On this day a flight of pheasants was released to enter Cheltenham. Having reached the place prepared for their reception near Regent Street, they flew off in various directions. One brace, for example, headed towards Tivoli Villas, another towards Sandford Place, while a third extended their flight as if making for Leckhampton, but, failing in the attempt, sought refuge behind shrubbery on the side of the road. A fourth brace followed in their wake, but, weaker on the wing, were only able to reach Thirlestaine House, where they came to grief, as did a fifth in the Thirlestaine Road. Several other birds, less confident in their strength, took shorter journeys. One brace sought shelter in the larders of the Queens Hotel, another in one of the Bayshill villas, and a third in Suffolk Square, while some perched in the High Street or crossed over in the direction of Pittville. These aristocratic members of the feathered community were attended on their visit to Cheltenham by others of humbler plumage, who contrived to find their way into the pantries of several of the most respectable tradesmen of the town. (Cheltenham Looker-On)




JANUARY 11TH



1840: On this day a dastardly attempted murder took place at Coombe Hill, just outside Cheltenham. The victim was Richard Yarworth, a twenty-four-year-old quarryman who had been to Worcester for the purpose of collecting some money owed to his father. He left Worcester by the Wellington coach, in the company of two gentlemen named Pritchard and Sharp. Yarworth explained:


We came to Tewkesbury, where we all got off at the Bear Inn. Mr. Pritchard was left at Tewkesbury, and the man who was before inside got outside, and took the place [he] had occupied. While proceeding along the road I said I should walk from Combe Hill [sic] to Cheltenham and the man said he was going to Cheltenham and would walk with me. When the coach arrived, we both got down. … We then set out to walk, and after proceeding about 400 yards, he pulled out a pistol and shot me. I fell. He then stood over me, and reloading the pistol, asked me for my money. He than rifled my pockets, and took seven £5 notes, twelve sovereigns and nine shillings, a cheque for £5, a bill at two months for £13, drawn by me, and accepted by Mr Perkes, stonemason, and my watch.


The following Tuesday the bullet was extracted by Mr Gregory, parish surgeon of Cheltenham. Mr Lefroy, the head of the constabulary force, ‘used his best exertion to discover the horrid assassin’. (Cheltenham Free Press)




JANUARY 12TH



1795: On this day, John de la Bere died. De la Bere was an important man in Cheltenham: a lawyer and Steward of the Manor, and a member of a family that could trace its roots directly back to the early fourteenth century. This branch of the family was based in Southam, a few miles north of Cheltenham. At one point the family owned the land on which the Tivoli area of Cheltenham is built. Not much is known of John de la Bere, but a tablet which used to be in the parish church testified to his importance:


To preserve the memory of those whose excellences will never be forgotten, this marble records the names of John de la Bere, Esq., who died Jan. 12th 1795. Also of the Reverend John de la Bere, his only son, who died at Burford 1810


The first known Sir John de la Bere appears in 1328. A document of 1397 records that Sir John had died eight years earlier possessed of the castle. His heir was an underage boy, also named John. He may have been a grandson, possibly a younger son of the late Sir Richard of Crécy. The house occupied by the family in Southam, which dates back to 1485, is now the Hotel de la Bere. (Gwen Hart, A History of Cheltenham)




JANUARY 13TH



1831: On this day the New Clarence Theatre was opened in St George’s Place by Mr Belmont.


The theatre had originally been established as a puppet theatre by Samuel Seward, who had also worked at the Theatre Royal as a scene painter. He named it Sadler’s Wells after the theatre in London where he had once worked. His productions were, apparently, as spectacular as anything that the Theatre Royal could offer, except they didn’t use live actors. The theatre ran continuously for thirty years until the death of Seward and his wife. Belmont took over the theatre, replacing puppets with live actors and renaming it the New Clarence. The venture did not start well: the company of actors failed to turn up and the opening had to be postponed. Things did not get much better and the theatre closed a couple of years later, becoming Gardner’s Academy, privately owned and run by Joseph Gardner. The Church of England Reading Association then took the building over in 1839, and ironically it was Francis Close – who was opposed to most forms of entertainment, particularly the theatre – who inaugurated it.


During work on the St George’s Place building in the 1970s, the façade, including the original sign for the theatre, was discovered. It was subsequently demolished and no trace remains. (Michael Hasted, A Theatre for All Seasons)




JANUARY 14TH



1865: On this day a brilliant private party was hosted at the Queens Hotel by Mrs R. Bolton and her sisters, the Misses Ireland. The entire suite of rooms forming the northwestern angle of the building were appropriated for the reception and entertainment of the guests, who numbered some 150 of the most influential and fashionable residents and visitors of Cheltenham. The large room, in which public dinners occasionally took place, was converted into a ballroom, the walls being covered with white and pink drapery, and ornamented with floral decorations. The drawing rooms of the hotel formed the reception rooms, through which the company entered, and these, also, were most elegantly fitted up and draped with great taste, the curtains separating the apartments being looped up with light festoons of flowers. Here the hostesses received their friends shortly before ten. Dancing began with a quadrille, to the music of Mr Bretherton’s Band, at about 10.30 p.m. and continued until 12.30 a.m. Valses, galops and lancers alternated in quick succession. When supper was announced the guests repaired to the large room of the Table d’Hôte, where a sumptuous banquet consisting of every delicacy of the season was set out for their refreshment, with wines of every vintage and variety that the Queens’ cellars could provide. (Cheltenham Looker-On)




JANUARY 15TH



2011: On this day the Cheltenham Art Gallery & Museum opened an exhibition called Arts and Crafts: Looking Back, Moving Forward to celebrate and raise awareness of the Arts and Crafts Movement, and to draw attention to the important collection that the museum holds.


The Arts and Crafts Movement, which developed in the nineteenth century, was based on simple forms, truth to materials, and the use of nature as the source of pattern. Young London-based architects, inspired by the ideas of John Ruskin and William Morris, founded the Art Workers’ Guild in 1884 to break down barriers between architects, artists, designers and makers. The term ‘Arts and Crafts’ was first used at the suggestion of the bookbinder T.J. Cobden-Sanderson in 1888.


The Cheltenham event, which ran for ten weeks, brought out of storage some works which are not on permanent display. Furniture, ceramics, metalwork and books were on show, with pieces by Ernest Gimson, C.R. Ashbee, Robert ‘Mouseman’ Thompson, Alfred Powell and the Della Robbia Pottery, plus a selection of private press books from the Emery Walker Library. (Cheltenham Art Gallery & Museum)




JANUARY 16TH



1932: On this day it was revealed that the Cheltenham General Hospital was experiencing problems finding beds for the victims of road accidents. The cost of treating the increasing number of victims of motorcar accidents was giving most hospitals cause for anxious thought. The article stated that in No. 8 (Accident) Ward at Cheltenham General Hospital, all the beds were occupied by eighteen victims of serious road accidents who had been brought to the hospital during the past few weeks. All were happily on the mend. In addition to the number of people who were kept in hospital for treatment, about sixty others had had their injuries treated, but were allowed to go home afterwards and attend as out-patients until fully recovered.


Undeterred by the situation at the hospital, the Cheltenham and Gloucester Car Mart in Winchcombe Street was pressing ahead with newly equipped workshops and a service station. The company was the county distributer for the famous Austin range, and owners were able to find expert and speedy service for their cars. The garage had installed the latest portable equipment and this, combined with an efficient staff of experienced mechanics, ensured the highest standard of workmanship for repairs of all types and to any make of car. That’s what they said, anyway. (Cheltenham Chronicle and Gloucestershire Graphic)




JANUARY 17th



1912: On this day one of Cheltenham’s famous sons, Edward Adrian Wilson, reached the South Pole. Wilson was born in Cheltenham on 23 July 1872 at a house in Montpellier Terrace. He attended Cheltenham College as a day pupil and in 1891 went up to Gonville & Caius College, Cambridge where he read natural sciences, obtaining a first class degree in 1894.


Wilson was the chief scientific officer, artist and zoologist on Captain Scott’s doomed British Antarctic Expedition of 1910-1913. They set sail on 15 June 1910 from Cardiff on the Terra Nova. Wilson perished on the Great Ice Barrier a couple of months after reaching the Pole. Captain Scott said of him: ‘He died as he lived. A brave, true man. The best of comrades and staunchest of friends.’ A bronze statue, sculpted by Scott’s widow Kathleen, was unveiled in the Promenade Gardens by Sir Clements Markham in July 1914. A Gonville & Caius flag, which Wilson took to the South Pole, is preserved at the college. (Various sources, including D.M. Wilson, D.B. Elder, N. Reardon & Edward Wilson, Cheltenham in Antarctica: The Life of Edward Wilson)




JANUARY 18TH



1931: On this day an unfortunate accident occurred when a bus turned into the Promenade from the High Street. A policeman on duty had to ‘leap for his life’ when the new double-decker bus collided with a lorry coming from the opposite direction. Both vehicles were seriously damaged and the road was covered in debris and spilled petrol from the bus’s fuel tank. Considerable disruption was caused in the centre of town.


A few weeks later another accident involving public transport occurred in Prestbury. On the night of 25 March, three men travelling in a DeSoto sports car were injured when their car collided with a disused tram. One of the passengers, Mr Frederick Palmer who lived in Shurdington Road, died a few days later from his injuries. Palmer was the heir of Jarrow shipbuilding magnate Sir Alfred Molyneux Palmer. The accident was the result of the car swerving to avoid a motorcyclist. (Appleby & Lloyd, Cheltenham’s Trams and Buses 1890-1963)




JANUARY 19TH



1853: On this day the Cheltenham Examiner announced the appointment of a new sexton for the parish church – a job, it seems, that a lot of people were keen to have.


From the number of candidates for this office – eighteen or twenty altogether – it would really appear that one half of the parish is actuated with the benevolent desire of burying the other half. Such a prolific issue of addresses and handbills, and such a persevering canvassing as the rate-payers have been subjected to during the last few days, was surely never before known within the memory of ‘the oldest (unburied) inhabitant’.


It will be seen by our columns this morning that the Incumbent of the Parish, having ascertained that the appointment lies with him, and not with the rate-payers, has, after consulting with his Church wardens, nominated Mr George Lewis, sculptor, of Clarence Street, to fill the office. Thus, in sporting phraseology, a ‘lark horse’ wins the stake; and, while the forty-and-one actual have been ‘beating the bush’, another has quietly bagged the hare. From what we hear Mr Lewis is a very proper person for the office; and, if so, all the harm we wish him is that he may long live to enjoy it – but that the duties and the fees accruing thereafter may (from the proverbial and increasing healthfulness of Cheltenham) ‘grow small by degrees and beautifully less’.


(Cheltenham Examiner)




JANUARY 20TH



2010: On this day the body of Martin Bromage was retrieved from the sea off the French coast after a tragic accident ended his attempt to fly to Australia by microlight aircraft.


Martin, who was born in Cheltenham in 1960 and worked locally as a tree surgeon and property developer, had planned the 11,000-mile flight to raise £150,000 for the charity Help for Heroes. The trip was scheduled to take eight weeks, stopping in eighteen counties. He took off from Gloucestershire Airport at Staverton at 10 a.m. on Monday 18 January 2010, but only three hours later it became clear that there had been a problem. Halfway across the Channel he ran into thick fog and, losing his bearings, went off the radar at about 1 p.m., at which time it is assumed he had crashed into the sea. His body was found about 20 miles off the French coast and taken to Boulogne by a patrol vessel sent from RAF Kinloss.


Interviewed at a pre-trip reception at Staverton on the Saturday before he took off, he said, ‘I have done a few adventurous trips in Europe in the microlight and I just thought to myself, why not push it that bit further. There is a real sense of freedom – you can feel the wind and smell the atmosphere. You can’t do that in a plane.’


A memorial service was held for Martin in Gloucester Cathedral on 5 February 2010. He left two sons. (Various sources, including BBC; Gloucestershire Echo)




JANUARY 21ST



1862: On this day Elizabeth Hale claimed that her baby had died from an inflammation of the chest. However, three months later, in April, the body of a three-month-old baby girl was found on the premises of Mr W.T. Smith, at the rear of Brunswick House on the Promenade. Some workmen found a bundle, covered in a coloured pocket handkerchief. The police were sent for and discovered that the bundle contained a partly decomposed body. It was then discovered that twenty-six-year-old Hale, the housemaid of Brunswick House, had given birth to a girl at the house of her former employer, Mrs Hest, in Lower Park Street the previous November, disappearing soon after. Hale told the police that the baby had died of natural causes. She later said that she had hidden it in the house until she would be able to bury it in her home in the Forest of Dean in the summer. She was charged with murder; the baby had been found with a handkerchief tied around its mouth, and the prosecution argued that it had been suffocated to death. But then it was admitted that the chest inflammation could explain other suspicious abnormalities on the child, and Hale claimed that she had tied the handkerchief round the baby’s jaw after it had died. Despite the evidence, and the hiding of the body, Hale was found not guilty of murder. (cotswoldhistory.com, Cotswold Murder Walks – Cheltenham, Nell Darby)




JANUARY 22ND



1921: On this day it was reported that the development of St Mark’s estate had come to fruition: the first completed houses in Libertus Road and Tennyson Road were officially opened.


At the end of the First World War, Lloyd George made his famous ‘homes fit for heroes’ speech, which highlighted the dearth of local authority housing. This prompted Cheltenham Council to form a Housing Committee and, by March 1919, they had identified a plot of land belonging to Herbert Unwin of Arle Court. They bought about 100 acres of the land with the intention of building 400 houses. The first sod of the new development was cut on 22 April 1920 by the Mayor of Cheltenham, Alderman Bendall, on what was then known as the National Housing Scheme site. The event was commemorated by the planting of an oak tree at the junction of what would become Byron Road and Milton Road. As you may have already deduced, all the roads in St Mark’s were named after famous English poets. (Cheltenham Chronicle and Gloucestershire Graphic)




JANUARY 23RD



1928: On this day, a show called The Golden West opened at the Coliseum Theatre in Albion Street. It told the story of a pretty young girl who was kidnapped from a farm in Arizona. The girl, Polly, was played by Hilda Baker and the Echo described her as being ‘a wonderfully versatile artist, and the cleverness of her character studies, as well as the aggressiveness of her comedy, will be appreciated’.


At that time Hilda was twenty-two years old but had been treading the boards since she was ten. By fourteen she had started writing, producing and performing her own shows. Her most famous stage act was as a gossip from the North of England, with a silent, sullen companion named ‘Big Cynthia’, almost always played by a man in drag. Her act was full of malapropisms and her catchphrase, usually after an innuendo, was ‘She knows, y’know!’. By this time she spelled her name Hylda.


Baker came to the attention of the public at large when she appeared in the BBC’s recreation of a Victorian music hall, The Good Old Days, in 1955. This led to her TV series Be Soon (named after another of her catchphrases) in 1957 and a supporting part in the sitcom Our House in 1960. This was followed by her own sitcom, The Best of Friends, in 1963. She died in 1986 aged eighty-one. (Gloucestershire Echo; CLHS Journal 23)




JANUARY 24TH



1775: On this day a man who had a great influence on the way Cheltenham was developed was born in London. Architect John Buonarotti Papworth set the blueprint for the typical Cheltenham villa. Throughout his career, Papworth’s main clients were bankers, industrialists and businessmen, for whom he worked as an internal furnisher, architect, and landscape designer. In the 1820s he turned his attention to Cheltenham. Many of his projects were never realised, or have since been destroyed, but a few of his buildings remain as Cheltenham icons. Papworth did a lot of work for Pearson Thompson and initially designed the Lansdown estate, including Lansdown Crescent, where only one house was built to his specifications before the development ran out of cash and was sold up to the Jearrad brothers. He also designed St James’ Church in Suffolk Square, which is now the Zizzi restaurant. However, it is his designs for Montpellier Rotunda and Gardens that are his real monument.


Coincidentally, he has links in London with another of Cheltenham’s famous sons. John Nevil Maskelyne, the magician (see December 22nd) had a permanent show and exhibition in Egyptian Hall in London’s Piccadilly, which Papworth built in 1819. (Rebsie Fairholm, Cheltonia website; H.M. Colvin, A Biographical Dictionary of British Architects, 1600-1840)




JANUARY 25TH



1926: On this day, Captain Clive Maskelyne opened his magic and illusion show at the Coliseum in Albion Street. Captain Clive was the son of the famous John Nevil Maskelyne, who was born in Cheltenham in 1839.


Captain Clive was still performing many of his father’s illusions, but the advertisement in the local papers for his show promised much more. Billed as being ‘direct from St George’s Hall, London’, it read:


CAPTAIN CLIVE MASKELYNE, head of the famous Maskelyne’s Mysteries, is making his first appearance in the provinces at the Coliseum Theatre Next Monday. His programme will include The Spirits are Here, and Through the Eye of a Needle, one of the most baffling illusions of recent years. Capt. Maskelyne will be supported by a company of Renowned London Vaudeville Artistes. This visit is of more than usual interest, as the Maskelyne family originally came from Cheltenham. The entertainment provided next week will be of an exceptionally high order, and the Cheltenham public are strongly urged not to miss this opportunity.


Captain Clive was also to appear at the Opera House (now the Everyman) in Regent Street in 1939 to celebrate his father’s centenary. (CLHS Journal 23)




JANUARY 26TH



1901: On this day a large consignment of materials for the building of the Cheltenham tramway system arrived in the town from France and America. The shipment had arrived in Avonmouth Docks and was brought up to Cheltenham courtesy of the Great Western Railway.


A year earlier, American tramway pioneer Thomas Nevins had been engaged by the town to build the new public transport system. Nevins brought with him his son, and his nephew Henry J. McCormick was appointed as construction engineer. The Cheltenham and District Light Railway Company’s first assignment was to build a light railway the 5¾ miles from Lansdown to Cleeve Hill. Although planning permission was granted for the stretch of line which ran through the countryside, there were objections to the section that passed along Wellington Road. Consequently, the route was changed to run down the lower part of Prestbury Road and then down Winchcombe Street as far as Albion Street. An objection to prevent Sunday working was overruled. (Appleby & Lloyd, Cheltenham’s Trams and Buses 1890-1963)




JANUARY 27TH



1832: On this day Charles Lutwidge Dodgson, better known by his nom de plume Lewis Carroll, was born in Cheshire.


He is said to have based his famous Alice in Wonderland character on Alice Liddell, a girl who often visited her grandparents’ home in the suburbs of Cheltenham. Her grandfather, Dr Henry Liddell, was Dean of Christ Church College in Oxford. He became a friend of Dodgson, who was a maths teacher at Oxford and who subsequently took Alice and her two sisters on a boat trip. To keep them amused, he told a story about Alice and a white rabbit, later published as Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland in 1865. This was followed six years later by Through the Looking-Glass and What Alice Found There.


The Liddells lived at Hetton Lawn in Cudnall Street, Charlton Kings. The original mirror, or looking glass, is still there. There are several links between Alice Liddell and the heroine in Lewis Carroll’s books. Carroll set the story on 4 May, Alice Liddell’s birthday, and in Through the Looking-Glass the fictional Alice declares that her age is ‘seven-and-a-half exactly’, the same as Liddell on that date. Carroll dedicated the book to Alice Pleasance Liddell and the poem at the end of Through the Looking-Glass, when read downward, spells out her full name. (Various sources)




JANUARY 28TH



1833: On this day Charles George Gordon – ‘Gordon of Khartoum’ – was born. He is commemorated in one of Cheltenham’s most famous monuments, the Gordon Lamp.


The memorial stands in the middle of the road between Montpellier Terrace and Lansdown Road. The residents of Montpellier raised the money to pay for it in 1885, to enhance the area and provide a memorial to General Gordon. The Lamp was unveiled in 1887 and is a fine example of Victorian street furniture. The Aberdeen company Fraser & Son supplied the granite base of the statue at a cost of £200. The lamp post itself has three branches with ornate finials and scrolls. A plaque bearing the inscription ‘In memory of Major-General Charles George Gordon CBRE 1833-1885’ was added to mark Gordon’s centenary in 1933. (Various sources, including Rowbotham & Waller, Cheltenham: A History)




JANUARY 29TH



1947: On this day Cheltenham experienced one of its lowest temperatures when the thermometer recorded 22 degrees of frost. Morton-in-Marsh recorded an even lower temperature, with 32 degrees of frost. This year was one of the worst winters since records began and all of the Cheltenham area had suffered heavy falls of snow over quite a long period.


On 5 March, about 500 vehicles were stranded on the road between Andoversford and Northleach in what was said to be one of the worst blizzards the Cotswolds had ever experienced. On the following day Cheltenham was all but cut off, with only two roads into and out of the town remaining open. All the schools in the town were closed. A couple of days later, when the thaw finally set in, most of the rivers in the area, including the Severn at Evesham and Tewkesbury, burst their banks. There was moderate flooding in Cheltenham when the River Chelt was swollen with water coming off Leckhampton Hill. On 15 March the Echo declared that the waters had subsided and that the town was free from flooding. (CLHS Journal 23)




JANUARY 30TH



1941: On this day the Gloucester & Cheltenham Greyhound Stadium raised £450 for the Red Cross. The main event of the afternoon’s racing was a match between dogs from the West of England and dogs from London, organised by Mr George H. Flintham. Local greyhounds came out best, with Toftwood Malaga, Clara and Loyal Servant taking the first three places.


The stadium was situated between Cheltenham and Gloucester, with races normally held on Thursday and Saturday evenings. The most prestigious race at the stadium was the annual Grand National of the West, run over 500 yards. The most recent track held its inaugural meeting on 7 March 1975 but only lasted four years, closing its gates on 6 July 1979. (Cheltenham Chronicle and Gloucestershire Graphic)




JANUARY 31ST



1891: On this day the Cheltenham Looker-On reviewed the Quartette Society’s second concert, which had taken place the previous Monday at the Corn Exchange. It was attended by a large and highly cultivated audience, to whose intelligent musical taste the artistic performance of Herr Josef Ludwig and his talented confrères evidently appealed. The programme opened with Beethoven’s Quartet in B flat, Op. 18, No. 6, each movement of which was very finely played, the utmost grace and delicacy being displayed in the treatment of the scherzo, which served to emphasise the pathos with which the fourth movement is replete. Brahms’ Quartet in G minor. Op. 25 followed and proved a very distinguished performance, the intermezzo especially being invested with the utmost charm of style. The entire movement was listened to with the closest attention, and the executants were enthusiastically applauded. Herr Ludwig played Romance (M. Brush) and Three Original Valses as solos, the artistic execution of which induced an emphatic recall for the talented artiste. Quartet in C major, Op. 33 No. 3 by Haydn brought to a close a very enjoyable programme. Herr Ludwig was accompanied by Mr Collins (second violin), Mr Blagrove (viola), Mr B. Whitehouse (cello) and Mr A. von Holst (piano). (Cheltenham Looker-On)
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