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Love is Dead





ENGLAND though not yet so ugly as Northern France and Belgium, is very nearly so. The suburbs which once seemed to me so lovely with their freckled tennis girls and their youths in club blazers have spread so far in the wake of the motor car that there is little but suburb left. We are told that we live in the age of the common man. He would be better described as the suburban man. There is a refinement about him which pervades everything he touches and sees. His books are chosen for him by the librarians, his arguing is done for him by Brains Trusts, his dreams are realised for him in the cinema, his records are played for him by the B.B.C.; the walls of his rooms are in quiet pastel shades, he has cereals for breakfast, and he likes everything in moderation, be it beer, religion or tobacco. He has a wife, a motor car and a child. He is the Borough Engineer, the Listener, the Civil Servant, the Town Clerk, the Librarian, the Art Historian, the Income Tax Inspector. So long as he is not any sort of creative artist he can be assured of an income and a pension at the end. He collects facts as some collect stamps, and he abhors excess in colour, speech or decoration. He is not vulgar. He is not the common man, but the average man, which is far worse.


He is our ruler and he rules by committees. He gives us what most people want, and he believes that what is popular is what is best. He is the explanation of such phenomena as plastic tea-cups, Tizer, light ale, quizzes, mystery tours, cafeterias, discussion groups, Chapels of Unity, station announcers. At his best he is as lovable as Mr. Pooter, but he is no leader. He is the Lowest Common Multiple, not even the Highest Common Factor. And we have put him in charge of us, whatever his political party at the moment.


His indifference to the look of things is catching. We discover it in our attitude to the horrors with which the delicate variety of our landscape has been afflicted. We accept without murmur the poles and wires with which the Ministry of Fuel and Power has strangled every village, because they bring electric light and telephones to those who have been without these inestimable benefits. We put up with the foully hideous concrete lamp-standards for which the Borough Engineer and the Ministry of Transport are jointly responsible—each playing off the other—because the corpse-light they spew over road and pavement makes it safer for kiddies to cross and easier for lorries to overtake one another round dangerous corners. We slice off old buildings, fell healthy trees, replace hedges with concrete posts and chain-link fencing, all in the name of “safety first” which is another phrase for “hurry past”. We accept the collapse of the fabrics of our old churches, the thieving of lead and objects from them, the commandeering and butchering of our scenery by the services, the despoiling of landscaped parks and the abandonment to a fate worse than the workhouse of our country houses, because we are convinced we must save money. Money is even more important than health or road-widening, so it is obviously infinitely more important than something so indeterminate as beauty. He is a foolish man who in a letter to a paper, or at a local council meeting or in Parliament dares to plead for something because it is good to look at or well made. He is not merely a conservative. He is a crank. He is unpatriotic and prepared to sell the country for an invisible asset. We have ceased to use our eyes because we are so worried about money and illness. Beauty is invisible to us. We live in a right little, tight little clinic.


Oh come, come, Mr. Betjeman, aren’t you allowing your eloquence to run away with you? Things are not so bad as you imagine. I doubt if there has ever been a time when the desire for culture has been so widespread among our menfolk and womenkind. The interest in ballet, in opera, in chamber music and documentary film is something phenomenal. Museums have never had better seasons, and even picture galleries are widely patronised. Then you must admit that in your field of architecture the government housing schemes, particularly for our rural dwellers, have shewn a taste and reticence unknown in the evil days of private speculation by the jerry builder.


I doubt whether this interest in culture is more than an expression of restlessness. It is reaching for something that cannot be explained in terms of economics. It is a desire for the unworldly. It is a search for religion and it is far smarter than Christianity. As for the taste and reticence of government control, it is certainly easier on the eye than the brutalities of the speculator. By looking only at well-laid out municipal estates and averting one’s eyes from the acres of unimaginative modern housing, by forgetting those terrible pipe-dreams come true of thick-necked brutes with flashy cars, elderly blondes and television sets—those modernistic, Egyptian, beaux-arts and other façades of the new factories outside every large town, by ignoring all these and much more, it is possible to live in a fool’s paradise of imagined culture, a sort of Welwyn Garden City of the mind.


But look for a moment at what is really there, and the suburban man is before us again. The old High Street just peeps above the shop façades. The well-known chromium and black gloss, Burton the Tailor of Taste, Hepworth, Halford, Stone, Woolworth & Co., Samuel, Bata, The Fifty Shilling Tailor, the Co-op, have transformed what was once a country town with the characteristics of its county into a home from home for the suburbanite, the concrete standards adding the final touch. When the suburbanite leaves Wembley for Wells he finds that the High Street there is just like home, provided that he does not raise his eyes from the pavement to see the old windows and uneven roofs, or go so far off the beaten track as to wander down a side-alley and see the backs of the houses and their neglected Somerset craftsmanship. Enterprising brewers, backing culture for all they are worth, have turned the old inns into “pubs” and “locals”. They have made a virtue of the solemn drinking of their chemicals. They have had Izal and porcelain put in the gents, and made the bar similar to it, save that they have added little tables and a counter. Sawdust and oil lamp or engraved glass and gas light, all the subtle distinction between private, jug and bottle, public and saloon, are being merged into the cleanly classlessness of the road-house. The local crudely-painted inn sign is replaced by the standardised sign with the big brewer’s name. And inside, the old photographs of local teams and the framed picture from Pears’ Annual are put in the dust bin, the walls are painted a light biscuit colour and reproductions of favourite artists of a brewers’ publicity board are hung in their place. Nationalised or not yet nationalised, the gradual suburbanisation of enterprise continues, the killing of local communities, the stamping out of local rivalries and the supplying of everything by lorry from industrial towns. By luxury coach and local bus the villages are drained of life. Jealous of the misery created by too much road transport, the railways are trying to standardise themselves too. Those colours by which we were wont to know the part of England we were in—red for Midland, brown for Great Western, grained oak for East Anglia, green for Southern—have disappeared. For the convenience of suburbanites who like everything uniform and call it Administration, the trains are one of two colours.


Oh prams on concrete balconies, what will your children see? Oh white and antiseptic life in school and home and clinic, oh soul-destroying job with handy pension, oh loveless life of safe monotony, why were you created?


I see the woman with a scarf twisted round her hair and a cigarette in her mouth. She has put the tea tray down upon the file on which my future depends. I see the man on the chain-belt feeling tired, not screwing the final nuts. In a few months I see the engine falling out of the motor car. I see eight porters, two postmen and an inspector standing dazed for forty minutes on a provincial station, staring into space and waiting for what was once the Great Western which is now forty minutes late. I see those sharp-faced girls behind the buffet and the counter insulting the crowds who come to buy. Too bored to think, too proud to pray, too timid to leave what we are used to doing, we have shut ourselves behind our standard roses; we love ourselves only and our neighbours no longer. As for the Incarnation, that is a fairy story for the children, if we think it healthy for children to be told fairy stories. We prefer facts. They are presented to us by the thousand and we can choose those we like. History must not be written with bias, and both sides must be given, even if there is only one side. We know how many tons of coal are produced per week, how many man-hours there are in a pair of nylons, the exact date and the name of the architect and the style of a building. The Herr-Professor-Doktors are writing everything down for us, sometimes throwing in a little hurried pontificating too, so we need never bother to feel or think or see again. We can eat our Weetabix, catch the 8.48, read the sports column and die; for love is dead.




O Lord, who hast taught us that all our doings without charity are nothing worth; Send thy Holy Ghost, and pour into our hearts that most excellent gift of charity, the very bond of peace and of all virtues, without which whosoever liveth is counted dead before thee. Grant this for thine only Son Jesus Christ’s sake. [BOOK OF COMMON PRAYER.]





The Mead,


       Wantage


April, 1952
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WINTER AT HOME





Now comes the time when gardeners have given up trying to sweep away leaves. We have taken the honesty out of the top shelf in the linen cupboard and stuck it in the brass altar vases of the village church. Last Sunday the last of the Michaelmas daisies were too frost-bitten to be conducive to public worship. Now England, having got rid of tourists and those who feel they must seek sunlight, settles down to be herself. With any luck there will be fogs in November and December so that the sky will not be poisoned with aeroplanes and a quiet of eternity will be about us, just the drip drip from wet branches and smells of wood-smoke and fungus in the lanes. The Women’s Institute will take on new life with a revival of basket-making; more leather-work purses will be made than there is money to put in them; even Mrs. Hutchinson’s talk on her visit to Rhodesia will seem interesting although the magic lantern is certain to fail.


Ah, the sweet prelude to an English winter! For me it is so much a more beautiful season than any other, which is just as well since it goes on for most of the year. It is a time when there is more colour in the country than there was ever before. Ploughed fields take on a look like a farming scene in the initial letter of a medieval manuscript. Bricks are an intenser red and Cotswold stone is more golden, the limestone and granite of the north is more silver, bare branches are like pressed seaweed against the pale blue sky. Whatever remains green is more deeply, richly green than it was before. This waiting, intense stillness is generally a prelude to a storm. The smallest sound is easily heard. Cocks are continually crowing, ducks quacking as though they were happy, and even across three miles of still, misty fields, it is possible to distinguish all six of the church bells as men practise method ringing in the oil-lit evening tower. But this night there is not one of those gigantic winter sunsets and the house is more than usually full of spiders, huge hairy ones which cast a shadow twice their own size on the drawing-room carpet. And then, in the night the storm begins. Will the trees stand it, this gale which makes them roar and creak and roar again? Will the earth ever be able to soak up these torrents which beat the house, brim the water-butts and swish on grass and gravel? And has anyone remembered to shut the upstairs window?


Winter is the one time when I feel I can indulge myself in reading what I like instead of what I ought to read. Time stretches out a little more and I stretch myself with it. Slow books come back and I try to forget our jerky modern novels. While the storm shakes the shutters, I re-read Scott, generally starting with The Heart of Midlothian. And as the great rumbling periods, as surely and steadily as a stage-coach, carry me back to Edinburgh, the most beautiful city in these islands, I feel an embarras de richesse. There is too much I want to read, too many memories I wish to experience.


Every winter I read The Task by William Cowper, and twice or thrice those wonderful books in it where he describes a Winter Evening, a Winter Morning and a Winter Walk at Noon. The frost blades of north Buckinghamshire, the snowed-over woodlands, the dog that gambolled in the snow, the bells and post horns, the cups of tea, melted, dead, silenced, evaporated for nearly two hundred years, come to life again. And if the next morning is nippy and white with frost, then Cowper’s magic power of description gives an eternal look to the cold and sparkling scene so that even this duller landscape in which I live might be the gentle undulations round Cowper’s Olney, Bucks, or it might be something earlier still, a frost-bound Dutch landscape by Breughel.


Winter is the time for reading poetry and often I discover for myself some minor English poet, a country parson who on just such a night must have sat in his study and blown sand off lines like these, written in ink made of oak-gall:






Soon as eve closes, the loud-hooting owl


That loves the turbulent and frosty night


Perches aloft upon the rocking elm


And hallooes to the moon.








And here they are, these lines, widely spaced upon the printed page and hundreds more, by the Reverend James Hurdis, D.D., Incumbent of Bishopstone, Sussex, printed a century and a half ago, some of the most perfect descriptions of an English winter that were ever written in English. And you and I are probably the only people in England who are reading Hurdis. The smell of the old book is like a country church when first you open its door, the look of the pages is spacious like the age in which it was written and the broad margins isolate the poetry as Bishopstone must then have been isolated among windy miles of sheep-nibbled downs.


There is no need only to escape into the civilised past, which is more easily done in winter than in any other time of the year. Even modern barbarism becomes almost human, especially in places which make their money out of summer visitors. Am I wrong in thinking that the blonde with a handkerchief wound round her head and a cigarette in her mouth is a little politer now when she refuses to sell me the cigarettes I know she has in hundreds under the counter? Do I perceive a mood less casual in the bar-attendant at the Grand Hotel? Is it possible that when I ask for a room at the reception desk, I shall actually be accommodated instead of being sent away with a scornful refusal? Maybe this is all imagination. But of this I am quite certain, when I receive my fee for describing to you these joys of winter, I shall indulge in the greatest winter joy I know. I shall take the train to the coast and spend a night by the sea.


The train from London will be fairly empty. By the time evening has set in there will be hardly anyone in it at all, for the larger towns on the way to the sea will have taken off most of the passengers. What started as an express will have turned into a local train, stopping at oil-lit stations while the gale whistles in the ventilators of empty carriages. Standing out white on a blue glass ground, will appear the names of wayside stations and, reflected in a puddle, the light of a farmer’s car in the yard will sparkle beyond the platform fence.


Then we will go on into the windy dark until at last there is a station slightly more important than those we have passed, lit with gas instead of oil, and that is mine. I shall hear the soft local accent, smell the salt in the wet and warmer air and descry through the lines of rain that lace the taxi’s wind-screen, bulks of houses that were full and formidable in summer and now have not a light in any of their windows.
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BOURNEMOUTH





BOURNEMOUTH is one of the few English towns one can safely call “her.” With her head touching Christchurch and her toes turned towards the Dorset port of Poole she lies, a stately Victorian duchess, stretched along more than five miles of Hampshire coast. Her bed has sand for under-blanket and gravel for mattress and it is as uneven as a rough sea. What though this noble lady has lately disfigured her ample bosom with hideous pseudo-modern jewellery in the shape of glittering hotels in the Tel-Aviv style, her handsome form can stand such trashy adornment, for she is lovely still. Warm breezes caress her. She is heavy with the scent of pinus laricio, pinus insignis, the Scotch fir of orange-golden bark, the pinaster and black Austrian pine. She wears a large and wealthy coat of precious firs. Beneath it we may glimpse the flaming colours of her dress, the winding lengths of crimson rhododendron, the delicate embroidery of the flower beds of her numerous public gardens which change their colours with the seasons. The blue veins of her body are the asphalt paths meandering down her chines, among firs and sandy cliffs, her life-blood is the young and old who frequent them, the young running gaily up in beach shoes, the old wheeled steadily down in invalid chairs. Her voice is the twang of the tennis racket heard behind prunus in many a trim villa garden, the lap and roar of waves upon her sand and shingle, the strains of stringed instruments from the concert hall of her famous pavilion.


The sea is only one of the things about Bournemouth, and one of the least interesting. Bathing is safe. Sands are firm and sprinkled in places with shingle and in others with children. There are lines of bathing huts, bungalows and tents and deck chairs municipally owned, mostly above that long high water mark which hardly changes at all, for the tide at Bournemouth always seems to be high. Zig-zag paths, bordered by wind-slashed veronica, ascend those unspectacular slopes of sandy rock from Undercliffe to Overcliffe. From Undercliffe the lazy motorist may shout out of her motor-car window to her children on the beach, from Overcliffe she may survey the sweep of bay from Purbeck to the Needles, and, sickened by so much beauty, drink spirits in the sun lounge of one of those big hotels or blocks of flats which rise like polished teeth along the cliff top. The sea to Bournemouth is incidental, like the bathroom leading out of a grand hotel suite: something which is there because it ought to be, and used for hygienic reasons. Deep in a chine with its scent of resin and tap of palm leaves and plash of streamlets and moan of overhanging pine, an occasional whiff of ozone reminds us of the sea. But Bournemouth is mainly a residential town by the sea, not a seaside town full in summer only.


The inland suburbs of Bournemouth are like any other suburbs, indistinguishable from Wembley or the Great West Road. And they stretch for miles into Hants and Dorset, leaving here and there a barren patch of pylon-bisected heath. The main shopping streets have the usual ugly lengths of flashy chromium, though a pretty, early-Victorian stucco thoroughfare survives called the Arcade. The public buildings are less blatant and alien looking than the latest blocks of flats and hotels. But the beauty of Bournemouth consists in three things, her layout, her larger villas and her churches. All of these are Victorian.


Earliest Bournemouth is on the western and Branksome side of the Bourne which runs into the sea by the Pavilion. It consists of a few villas built by Mr. Lewis Tregonwell whose name survives in a terrace and a road and whose house was part of the Exeter Hotel. He started building in 1810. In 1836 a local landlord, Sir George Tapps of Westover and Hinton Admiral, built on the eastern bank of the stream. Adding Gervis to his name, he went on building and called in Benjamin Ferrey, the Gothic church architect and friend of Pugin, to lay out his estate. Thus Gervis Place arose with its stucco Tudor-style villas. Tudor or Italian, the villas were varied, well spaced in their setting, roads were broad and planted with trees, but everything had to wind. Nothing was to be regular. That is why there is no formal promenade in Bournemouth and why there have always been so many footpaths and curving roads in the older and finer parts of the town. The place was carefully planned from its beginnings on the principle that nature abhors a straight line, the picturesque school of Georgian gardening surviving into Victorian times. This sense that Bournemouth is a garden with houses in it survived the century. The name Tapps-Gervis increased to Tapps-Gervis-Meyrick, hence Meyrick Avenue. Meyrick Park, Meyrick Road. And if you are not sure of the owner of the road, you may often guess its date from its name—Adelaide, Alma, Gladstone. They are hidden behind trees and flowering shrubs, down lengths of gravel bordered with rhododendron, these Victorian villas. Some are hotels, some are now government offices. They reflect every phase of leisured Victorian and Edwardian life—here a hint of Madeira, there an Elizabethan cottage, then an Italian villa like the Royal Bath Hotel. All these are in stucco and not later than the ’seventies. Then brick came in and we have “Flemish style” buildings, with gables and white wood balconies and leaded panes, of which J. D. Sedding’s Vicarage at St. Clements and big house at the top of Boscombe Chine, called The Knole, are beautiful, satisfying examples. They look stately and practical. Later, a brilliant local architect, Sidney Tugwell, designed villas in the new art style with tiny windows fluttering cheerful chintz, low-pitched roofs of local stone and broad eaves—wholesome and simple buildings like home-made cakes. He had his imitators. And each of these strongly individual Victorian houses, not content with its garden-like road, Knyveton Road, Manor Road, Alum Chine or further inland round Meyrick Park, has, or once had, a beautiful garden of its own. So that the real Bournemouth is all pines and pines and pines and flowering shrubs, lawns, begonias, azaleas, bird-song, dance tunes, the plung of the racket and creak of the basket chair.


Lastly the churches have the colour and clearness of the town. I doubt if any place in Britain has finer modern churches than Bournemouth and, what is more, they are all open and all alive. I visited fourteen of them on one week-day and found them all clean and cared for and in most of them people at prayer. Excluding Parkstone with its beautiful St. Peter’s and the lovely Basilica of St. Osmund I thought the finest Bournemouth church was St. Stephen’s in the centre of the town—designed by J. L. Pearson. It is worth travelling 200 miles and being sick in the coach to have seen the inside of this many-vistaed church, all in clean cream-coloured stone, with arch cutting arch, a lofty hall of stone vaulting providing view after view as you walk round it, each lovelier than the next and worthy of a vast cathedral. Away in the suburbs there is much that is beautiful, J. D. Sedding’s famous church of St. Clement, scholarly and West-country looking in stone; Sir Giles Gilbert Scott’s little Roman Catholic Church of the Annunciation, a brilliantly original design in brick, his first work after Liverpool Cathedral; St. Francis’ church by J. Harold Gibbons on a new building estate, white, Italianate and vast. As the day drew to an end I entered a red-brick church in a hard red-brick shopping street at the back of Boscombe. St. Mary’s, Boscombe, built about 1920. Here, out of the noise of the street, was a white, cool and spacious interior, friendly, beautiful, with golden screens and gold and blue east windows, gaily painted roofs and wide and high West-country arches. Clean and white and cheerful, the perfect seaside church. That last experience seemed to typify Bournemouth. You arrive tired from a long journey, you first see only the car parks, buses and jazzy blocks of flats and hotels. You turn into a side road and all is colour, light and life.
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CHELTENHAM





BOOK ILLUSTRATION can colour a whole town or county. Who can look at a Cotswold manor, the distinct stones, the hollyhock spire, the clipped box, without running his gaze down the flagstones to the bottom right-hand corner where he will expect to find, written on a scroll among the snapdragon, F. L. GRIGGS? Who does not see in Merrion Square or Henrietta Street the Guinness-brown brick, the green, etched-in ironwork, the silver-grey stone of a Malton aquatint? Nor can I help associating the uneven silhouette of the Old Town at Edinburgh with a steel engraving of the ’thirties, while the diminishing terraces of its New Town remind me of more engravings in Thos. H. Shepherd’s Modern Athens. The tumbled cottage by the sandy road, the flaming sunset behind the dumpy spire, the tree-surrounded ponds of southern Surrey can still recall Birket Foster’s wood engravings. The red Dutch cliffs of Willet-land look well in pen and wash, vignetted for the ’nineties and the earliest halftone illustrations. The cover of the Strand Magazine once made the Strand look beautiful, while its pages heightened the romance of Norwood, Brixton and Harrow Weald with its illustrations to Sherlock Holmes. Cheltenham comes from Ackermann’s Repository of the Arts and continues into those lithographed architectural books of the ’forties and ’fifties.


Here is the relative increase of Cheltenham from when the Spa first became popular.
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We may put down the popularity of Cheltenham not merely to the fact that George III tasted the water—George III tasted almost as many Spa waters as has the author himself—nor merely to the visit of the Duke of Wellington, which seems to have been a success. We may put it down to liver trouble contracted in the East, for which the Cheltenham waters were long recommended as a cure. The properties of the water naturally attracted the military, so that a glance at the statistics printed above will also serve as an indication of the increase of Empire during the nineteenth century. Cheltenham now covers eight square, tree-shaded miles.


From many quiet houses in the midst of carefully tended gardens, blue eyes look out across the silver birches and see the Himalaya mountains above the stucco chimneys, or, looking at the lily-pond, dream again of Cashmere, until the temple gong in the hall calls the time for dressing and the single bell of a Low Church reminds us that there is a weekday evening prayer meeting somewhere. And bells and shouts from Cheltenham College bring back our youth, for Cheltenham is a military school, and from it Adam Lindsay Gordon went out to Australia never to return, except between the boards of one of the Oxford Poets. But many a distinguished Colonel and many a General has come back to the town of his old school, and so the links of Empire have held fast, and a man may sip his glass of Lansdowne (or sodium sulphate saline) within hearing of the smack of King Willow against the leather on the playing field of his old school.


The beauty of Cheltenham has been preserved almost entirely by the military1; and there is an absence of municipal swagger such as is to be found in a stock-broking, commercial town like Brighton. Lace curtains are only now disappearing from the windows, since the Colonel’s daughter has been to the Slade; old-fashioned shops still exist. Bootmakers have discreet window displays. Chemists are still pharmaceutical and their shops have still those large bottles in the windows and a multitude of lettered coffers round the walls: there is a shop in Cheltenham which especially deals in ladies’ hats of a size large enough to contain a mountain of coiled white hair.


The earliest Cheltenham architecture just comes into the copper engravings of the late eighteenth-century antiquity book. It is the Parish Church, to which most guide books desperately draw attention, beginning in ardent detail on every medieval feature, however much it has been scraped and renewed. But the Parish Church, though its origin may have been in the twelfth century, shows so much of the late nineteenth and early twentieth, that all its texture, delicacy, original arrangement and proportion have disappeared. It is a wood engraving from Brandon.


The first great period of Cheltenham is of the Ackermann’s Repository date. It is possible in Cheltenham, on a sunny spring day, to see Greek revival architecture exactly as it looks in a coloured aquatint. There are the chestnut, the copper beech, the silver birch, the single Scotch fir embosoming the bright stucco house, be it Greek or Perpendicular, Soane or Salvin. The roof is purple-blue and with a low pitch, running to broad eaves under which sharp, engraved shadows fall deep down the bright yellow wall. Probably the house has little external decoration beyond a singularly delicate ironwork veranda painted green. Be the house Gothic or Moorish, Cheltenham ironwork is almost always Greek in design and painted green. In front of the house a sweep of golden gravel among green lawns furnishes a foreground to the aquatint.


How appropriate, then, that much of Cheltenham’s aquatint architecture should be by J. B. Papworth whose plates of ornamental architecture are a regular feature of the Repository. J. B. Papworth (1775–1847) designed the Rotunda (now pitiably neglected) in 1826, Lansdowne Place and various houses to the south of the High Street. He was at home in all styles, as his aquatints show, and many of his drawings are in the R.I.B.A. Library. Another Cheltenham architect of the aquatint period G. A. Underwood, who was a pupil of Soane from 1807 to 1815, designed the church in Portland Street, the Masonic Hall and many chaste Greek villas. There is a Soanean simplicity about a row of two-storey houses in Prestbury Road which suggests Underwood’s work; Greek villas in the Park and various terraces to the south of the High Street may well have been his. Underwood’s contemporary was J. B. Forbes, who designed the superb Pump Room on the Pittville Estate in 1825. This is an Ionic composition round a large domed hall. Its exterior was recently mutilated by some municipal department which destroyed the statues with which it was adorned.


From 1830, Cheltenham architecture sheers off the aquatint into the steel engraving. The decorator steps in as architect. The Queen’s Hotel by R. W. and C. Jearrad (1838) has a façade which forms a terminus to the leafy Promenade, Cheltenham’s smartest street. This façade is a magnificent stucco composition, original, bold, gay, decorated with coloured crowns and has, as its central feature, a row of Corinthian columns. At first glance the façade is chaste, correct, and a superb termination to the Promenade. The effect is as of a steel engraving in a local guide, a little unlikely but beautiful. Then examining the detail one sees that the columns have been engraved in not quite the right proportions, that there is something wrong about the depth of an entablature, that the building seems to be out of perspective. The Queen’s Hotel has this quality of a steel engraving. Its architecture is not quite correct, but it is, none the less, effective.


Christ Church was designed by R. W. Jearrad, one of the designers of the Queen’s Hotel, in 1837. It is one of the most successful buildings in Cheltenham externally, but it is wildly incorrect, vaguely Gothic, and with stupendous proportions all its own. One feels that F. Jearrad had some large book of antiquarian engravings, drawn to scale, of Magdalen College Tower, Oxford. He then had the enormous pinnacles on that tower reproduced according to the scale given in his book and stuck them on to Christ Church one hundred feet lower than they are at Magdalen. Pleased with the effect he added some more pinnacles a little higher up and, boldly forgetting the years between, he included some Early English lancet windows in the intervening surfaces and invented some Early English church doors. To crown this dreamlike base, all deep shadows and aspiring pinnacles, he added a graceful tower. The effect is romantic in the extreme, and so startling that I would travel one hundred miles to be startled so pleasantly. Unlike much romantic architecture of the time, Mr. Jearrad’s Christ Church has a three-dimensional quality.


Let us capture for a moment the rapturous appreciation of Cheltenham in the past. First—a description of the Park, an elegant neighbourhood of detached stucco villas in the Greek, Italian, Swiss and Tudor styles laid out by Mr. T. Billings. “The sheltering trees on each side of the walk render it impervious to the rude embrace of Æolus; or the burning Phœbus. There is a sweet mellow beauty in this spot, which must render it highly congenial for the poet’s mental compositions and to the nerves of the sensitive invalid.” And now let us look inside the old Assembly Rooms. “Several chandeliers hang midway in the air, and their glittering drops vie with ‘the light of the ladies’ eyes’ … there the wistful lookers-on will observe, that loving eyes and melting music conspire more to make hearts flutter, than does the graceful glide of the dance. But lo! a table full of fairy-like condiments in the opposite room, beckons the sylphs to refresh themselves by sedative and cooling draughts.”2


The book from which these quotations come shows that Cheltenham was still progressing in the ’fifties. “New buildings are constantly and quickly appearing in Cheltenham; they rise as if a magic wand touched this lovely portion of our ‘mother earth,’ and bid it ‘increase and multiply.’” The book is printed in blue ink, with ruled margins and steel engravings.


A playful battle of the styles occurred. Alongside the romantic architecture of the Jearrad brothers, who were primarily interior decorators, alongside the sketchy steel engravings was the sterner lithographic side. The Italian style was in. Those lithographs, faintly tinted with yellow and blue, depicting Italian villas by Lake Como or in St. John’s Wood, were adapted to the stucco of Cheltenham. Their towers rise above cedars and their terraces are in a bold Anglo-Italian style of which the best is part of the Cheltenham Ladies’ College in Bayshill Road. Such architecture belongs to the ’forties, ’fifties and ’sixties.


The battle of the styles in Cheltenham is gay. There is none of the heaviness of Pimlico or Earl’s Court, because there has always been room to play about, and the Cheltenham waters seem to have had a loosening effect on her architects. The battle is gay, and the stone or stucco Victories, for Gothic, Swiss, Italian, Greek or Oriental, are rarely gimcrack or mere façadism. Perhaps the military clients insisted on thoroughness. Perhaps a conservative tradition in the town forbade the modern skimping of details. Certainly a tradition of spacious street planning lingered in Cheltenham until 1914. Here and there are Midland glazed bricks and municipal excursions into Edwardian Baroque, but there is still a certain wideness, except in the High Street, whose decent face has been smeared with commercialism. Everywhere else you will find the best and the most old-fashioned of architectural styles.


A Cheltenham Regency Society has been founded just in time to save this lovely town from careerist civil servants and greedy speculators. If the harm that has been done in Cheltenham goes no further, in ten years Cheltenham will be as admired as Bath, and personally I think it is a gayer, more original town, with even more to admire. It is a bookshelf of aquatints, steel engravings and lithographs of the nineteenth century, ranged out in a Cotswold valley for all bibliophiles to see.


Pensions become reduced, colonels die, families go out to Kenya, and prefer London to the provinces when they return, but the great houses grow no smaller and the domestic service problem grows greater.


The lonely widows of military men are driven to Cheltenham hotels, where they wait, knitting sadly in the lounge and talking to visitors. Once a week a great grandson or great grand-daughter comes to tea from one of Cheltenham’s numerous schools. And there is another week of watching the light in the chestnuts on the Promenade, walking in the Pittville Gardens, morning coffee at Kunzle’s and back to an en pension lunch. There is less and less hope of the military holding out in the battle to save Cheltenham from “progress.” The æsthetes must help them.






1 Since this was written the Cheltenham Regency Society has been founded.







2 Bailey’s New Hand-Book for Cheltenham (Cheltenham, 1855).
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