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Welcome to another month’s random bits of Tewkesbury’s past. They fascinate me, and I 
hope that they fascinate you. There are a couple of potential research areas highlighted 
here; the story of the arrival of the telephone in Tewkesbury and the history of rope making 
in the town. Both relate to 14 High Street.  

On another front, Bill has been working hard at the library, creating a display which explains 
what is happening with the museum, both now and into the future, to try to encourage some 
more active museum participation. The display is completed and will be there for several 
weeks, so take a look when you next visit. 
 

 The Abbey in about 1680  

 

Thomas Dingley was a seventeenth 
century antiquary, with a fascination for 
churches and their monuments. He 
moved around England a great deal and 
made copious notes and sketches of 
what he saw. He left a large journal 
which found its way to the Camden 
Society who published it in facsimile, 
with notes, in 1867, called ‘An Historie in 
Marble’. Tewkesbury Abbey is well 
represented.  

This sketch from his notes shows the 
south side of the Abbey, and is the 
earliest such view.  

There is a lot more in the book, which is 
available to download from the Open 
Library:  

https://openlibrary.org/books/OL14133074M/History_from_marble. 
 

 Tewkesbury: 1862  

 

In June 1862, the Cheltenham Chronicle published a long report about a very opinionated 
correspondent’s visit to Tewkesbury. He was a stranger, visiting the town for the first time, 
attracted by the annual visitation in the Abbey. This is what he saw in and thought about the 
town before he got to the Abbey: 

 

“After having exhausted all the resources within my reach, I found myself in Tewkesbury on 
the appointed day, early enough to get through the work I had proposed. The aspect of the 
town struck me as dull, flat, and sleepy; perhaps, I thought, this is the reason why they bring 

https://openlibrary.org/books/OL14133074M/History_from_marble
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the railway right into and across the main street, that the town may be kept awake by 
periodical shrieks and whistles. The place must have been at one time very lively; the once 
animated thoroughfare between Bristol and Birmingham was there; long ranges of 
untenanted stables, if you choose to go to the back of the principal inns, still speak to the 
imagination of the twenty-four coaches which used to run backwards and forwards, night 
and day, tearing over those big rough stones in the pavement, and rousing the sleepiest 
inhabitant into activity by the blowing of horns and clattering of wheels and doors. How 
many pair of post horses, too, ready for the booted postboy to hurry towards the carriage, 
when the cry of "next turn" echoed down the yard, accompanied by the sharp ringing of the 
ostler's bell? Seventy! - Well, you may now discover a pair or two, if you are diligent in your 
search, for the convenience of country squires, and for the fly business; nothing more the 
stones don't rattle, the windows don't shake, the idle vagabonds don't assemble, the helps 
don't stand ready to unhitch the leaders ; the coaches don't come, no not even a 'bus; and 
so Tewkesbury streets at midday are empty, noiseless, undisturbed.  

“I see a wagon unloading, and relays of men and women carrying bark away in baskets up 
an entry, where a strong smell of tan takes the liberty of walking straightway up your nostrils 
as you pass; that is the only sign I have yet seen of people in earnest about getting their 
living by activity. I am told there is a silk manufactory somewhere out of the way, or in the 
suburbs; and no doubt all the active, industrious population were shut up there before I 
came, and are as busy as industrious bees humming in their hive. I have seen Dutch and 
Flemish towns; Tewkesbury reminded me of them; the same flat site; the same abundance 
and rush of waters in every direction; the same broad rich pastures; the same lazy 
atmosphere; the same good-natured idleness; and yet the same mysterious indication of 
people well to do, of prosperity and money below the quiet surface of things.  

“How is this? The business is out of men's sight; it does not come flaunting out into these 
broad streets, like a gay lady; but it is at home, like the honest housewife, in those large 
premises which escape your far inquisitive glance by running down to the waterside. The 
townsfolk of Tewkesbury are a wise and prudent race; you would think they kept up those 
curious old houses, with their fantastic gables, their long windows, their projecting fronts, 
hanging over, as though the builder had begun at the top and worked down to the bottom, 
merely to snare antiquarians into visiting the town, that they might have something out of 
them to live upon. You are mistaken; the shops seem to you empty, but there is a widely-
spread connection of customers all over the neighbouring country, among wealthy yeomen 
and gentry; and thus goods are quietly abstracted from these dumb storehouses and sent 
away for consumption, as though they had been stolen and carried off by housebreakers; in 
this way you can answer for good accounts at the banker's, for hospitable entertainment 
under the roofs of those old-world edifices, for the goodly residences you see flanking the 
highway, with their gardens stretching away behind, for warehouses, and ranges of rooms 
that skulk, ashamed to be seen, along dim narrow alleys. I will tell you, my Flemish 
knowledge suggested the secret; I remember the silent highway, the Severn, princely 
Sabrina, shaking hands and clasping in a watery embrace Avon, our own Shakespeare’s 
Avon; and then I thought the wise people of Tewkesbury will not allow this advantage to be 
unemployed; the rivers are quiet where they are not made angry and chafed by those flour-
mills; the streets are quiet; the inhabitants are quiet; and the trade is quiet; for it is a trade in 
corn; the quietest and the most lucrative of all trades.  

“I found out the secret by a little questioning and perseverance; there are very large 
transactions in the corn trade every week at Tewkesbury; you see no bustle, no stern faces 
seamed with care rushing by you, like a human express engine, as in the streets of London 
and Bristol; but much work is done, and much profit is acquired in this town by men of 
happy countenances, with round figures, gentle steps, and placid smiles. Everything is in 
harmony; the quiet of the place, the quiet of the fat meadows, the quiet of the inhabitants, 
the quiet of the trade, the quiet profits, the great accumulation of fortunes.  

“Tewkesbury was once, Camden tells us, "famous for the best mustard; which for the quicke 
heate that it hath, biteth most and pierceth deepest;" this manufacture, I understand, is 
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permitted to lie undisturbed where it was buried, years gone by, except at election times, 
when it comes forth again into a life of activity, and flourishes with renewed vigour. They tell 
me Tewkesbury politics are exactly like a small pot of mustard, as described above by the 
quaint old writer, very hot, very biting, and very indigestible.” 
 

 The Abbey Lawn  

 

 

This postcard, showing the Crescent before the demolition of Abbey Lawn, the house the 
Trust which rescued the Abbey Cottages is named after. This appeared on Facebook 
recently. At the time, the Crescent area was cobbled, and these were taken up and replaced 
with tarmac as a road improvement. The connection to the museum is that a quantity of 
these cobbles were used to pave the area behind the railing on the left of the door, which is 
so difficult to clean. 

 

 Mr Spurrier’s History  

 
Mr Spurrier, watch and clock maker, was, in the late nineteenth century the town’s unofficial 
historian. In 1884 he delivered a lecture on the subject of the Battle of Tewkesbury in the 
Baptist Sunday School room. He described the fifteenth century town. Here follows another 
his description of the town centre, as he believed it to be: 

“The nearness of the Abbey to the town doubtless exercised an influence upon the 
inhabitants. The monks were the most learned class in the nation, and the Benedictine 
Order, to which our Abbey belonged, were not idle, dissolute fellows, as some others were, 
but generally learned, industrious and enterprising, often clever as scribes, architects, 
builders, carpenters, carvers, painters, workers in iron and brass, tanners, bakers, millers 
and brewers. Where 200 such men resided could not fail to exert considerable influence 
upon the manners, education and enterprise and social life of their neighbours, and a great 
improvement was noticeable in the homes of the wealthier classes. Handsome new houses, 
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3 stories high, were built at this time, but the Wheatsheaf Inn still stands an almost perfect 
specimen of the domestic architecture of the 15th century. Many others likely remain in part, 
and traces of them are observable in different parts of the town, but have been so altered 
and in some respects improved as to be scarcely recognisable. About fifty years before this 
time the invention of glass had been made, and was coming into general use in manor 
houses, inns, and the town houses of the wealthy, and in those already built windows the 
entire length of the building were introduced, which not only served for light to the 
residence, but the small diamond-shaped panes added greatly to their beauty, which 
combined with curiously carved timber so freely used in the structure, must have made 
them handsome and picturesque objects of interest, and marked the wealth and prosperity 
of the town. 

“In the centre of the Cross, which I think was larger than at present, stood a curious building 
called the “Tolzey”. We have no means of ascertaining the exact size or style of its 
architecture, although among the Corporation records is an estimate for the probable 
expense of repairing it, but it is supposed to have been in many particulars similar to those 
still remaining at Leominster, Ledbury, Dursley, and Farringdon, consisting of a stone paved 
basement floor, over which, built on wooden pillars, was a large room in which the Lord of 
the Manor held his court, and the burgesses assembled to manage the affairs of the town. 

“Adjoining the Tolzey, built on to it like the tail of a comet, was a row of houses extending up 
the middle of Barton Street about as far as Chapel Yard. These so-called houses were 
probably only covered stalls, where goods and provisions were exposed for sale. The 
Church Street continued as far as what is now called the “Crescent”, but was then 
designated the “Bull Ring”,  . . . From here diverged two roads, the first commencing on the 
left side of the Ring proceeded by the Abbey garden wall down Gander Lane, crossed the 
Swilgate bridge at the bottom and followed the course of the present road to the top of Perry 
Hill where it turned to the right and passing through Mr Moore’s orchard, went to Prest’s 
bridge, but did not cross the stream, along the meadows to Tredington, thence through 
Stoke Orchard to Fiddington and Cheltenham. At the end of Gander Lane, where a gate 
now bars the way, another road turned to the right, going through the Vineyards, part of the 
cemetery, and crossing the present Gloucester Road continued its course at the back of the 
farm house at Gupshill from thence through Deerhurst and Apperley to Gloucester. The 
road to the right of the Bull Ring went down St Mary’s Lane to the River Avon, by the side of 
which it went down Mill Lane, passed the Abbey mills and the great barn, emerging into the 
present road at Gloucester Row, and continued its course down Lower Lode Lane to 
Forthampton. From the Hermitage another road went to the Park with a branch through 
Lincoln Green, when passing at the rear of Southwick joined the other road to Gloucester. 
The present road to Gloucester was also in existence at that time, but was a poor, narrow, 
dirty lane or trackway, compared with the beautiful road we travel on today. . . . At the side 
of the hill near the Vineyards stood and ancient dilapidated castle; very few traces of its 
existence now remain, but fifty years ago were distinctly visible.” 

 

 Historic Floods  

 

In 1895, Henry Southall F.R.Met.Soc., from Ross on Wye, presented a paper to the Royal 
Meteorological Society on the subject of ‘Floods in the West Midlands’. Alongside a host of 
historic and statistical data he noted what he said were the earliest floods on the River 
.Severn: 

‘The first flood of the Severn of which we have any account occurred in 14AD, followed by 
one in 115AD and 325AD – three during the Roman period – much people and cattle being 
said to have been destroyed. During the Saxon period there were again three records – 
487, 813, 1046. In 813 the chronicle says “2,000 people and 7,000 cattle lost”. Many of the 
records in the next 400 years speak of inundations, but in many cases it is not stated 
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whether they were produced by sea or river. But in 1483 Holinshed says:- “In October the 
River Severn overflowed for 10 days and carried away men, women and children in their 
beds, and the flood was called ‘the great waters’ for a hundred years after.’ 

He doesn’t give a source for his information, except Holinshed for the 1483 flood. 
 

 Rods, Poles, Perches   

 
As the old Borough weights and measures are the star museum display for the next few 
months, a little bit about their story seems appropriate. It’s a long story, as weights and 
measures have a long history, which stems from the ancient laws governing trading at 
markets and fairs. 

In markets, linear measures were used for cloth sales and the principle one was the Ell, a 
northern European measure, equivalent to the cubit, used to build the Arc. It started as the 
distance between the elbow (a related word) and finger tips of King Henry I. It became 
standardised at 45 inches; a very long forearm, but cloth at the market was often measured 
from the outstretched arm to the tip of the nose. For accuracy, Edward I required every town 
to have a standard rod, called an ‘ell-wand’. At Dunkeld, in Scotland, the ell-wand is still 
fastened to a wall in the marketplace. As cloth was very much an international trade, the ell 
was used all over Europe, and there is another on Stånga Church, on the island of Gotland, 
Sweden. 

Our traditional imperial measures sit alongside the ell and are used for all purposes except 
measuring cloth. Whilst wheat grains were used for weights, barley was used for length. 
Three barleycorns, end to end, made an inch. Four inches is a palm (or a hand to measure 
horses), twelve inches is a foot (body parts are an obvious means of length measuring) and 
three feet make a yard. Yards eventually displaced ells for cloth measurement and the 
standard yard rod was issued alongside weight and volume measures in 1838. 

To measure distance, different, but related, units were used. A chain was twenty-two yards, 
which divided into four rods (or poles) of five and a half yards. A rod was the supposed 
standard width of a strip in a medieval open field. Strips were ten chains, a furlong, long. 
Four strips was the normal allocation to a household, and this, a chain times a furlong, is an 
acre. A square rod is a perch. All good knowledge for pub quizzes. 

There were other measures. Eight furlongs is a mile. Three miles is a league. Nautical 
measures, still based around a yard, use completely different units. The metric system is 
much easier to understand and work with! 
 

 Making Rope  

 
Ropewalks were a feature of many towns before ropemaking became mechanised. The 
industry is remembered through the name. Ropewalks, being long, straight and narrow, 
made excellent streets. Tewkesbury’s is no exception. 

Ropes and twines were needed for many purposes in a town which earned its bread from 
the river trade and agriculture and local manufacture was the norm. The ropewalk seems to 
have been uncovered, which was by far the commonest type. Rope making involved 
twisting the fibres, generally hemp or jute, walking backwards from a fixed frame. It didn’t 
need a lot of equipment beyond the ‘donkey’, and the ‘runner’ which guide and twist the 
strands.  

Tewkesbury’s rope walk was on the Oldbury field before enclosure, and it is shown, but not 
named, on the enclosure plan, looking just like a lane. An auction notice in 1816, at the 
beginning of the post-enclosure development. has a lot, 8, described as ‘a large barn and 
stables in the Oldbury Field and opposite the Rope Walk’. Tewkesbury had a rope maker, 
John Brimmell, who was declared from bankrupt in 1827 (which seems to be a minor 
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inconvenience to nineteenth century tradesmen). He was at 9 Church Street (between the 
Berkeley and Jennings today) in 1841 and moved to the High Street, where he died in 1859. 
He had a rope-maker employee, Daniel Murphy. Rope making was a family speciality as 
there were Brimmells also making rope in both Gloucester and Worcester.  

Mark Jelleyman seemed to take over from John Brimmell, with a shop on the High Street. 
Daniel Murphy was working for him.  

The Rope Walk continued in use whilst Mark Jelleyman was active. In 1894, aged 78, he 
died, and with him Tewkesbury rope making, His daughter Elizabeth inherited the shop at 
14 High Street (His son became a butcher and publican). In the same year applications to 
build villas along the Rope Walk were submitted and approved. Thomas Collins was the 
driving force, one of his last projects. There were two contracts; Fairfield Villas and Selsley 
Villas. No more have been built since.   
 

 Past Tewkesbury  

 

W J Gardner’s Tewkesbury guide book from 1902/3 contains a series of sixty full-page 
advertisements for Tewkesbury businesses, most with photographs of the premises.  

 

Miss Elizabeth Jelleyman, proprietor of 14 High Street (now Age UK’s shop) 
retired in 1906, selling the business to Arthur Parker. It was the end of an era. 
Elizabeth was the eldest daughter of Mark Jelleyman, the last rope maker in 
Tewkesbury, who ran his business from the premises until his death in 1894, when 
she took over the business. Hand rope making was a thing of the past; machines 
were faster and cheaper, so the shop became a store for retail sales of rope and 
twine. Shipping and agriculture were the big users of rope locally but changes in 
farming and the decline of shipping meant that diversification was needed to stay 
in business. Brushes, brooms and doormats; fishing tackle and, of course, 
tobacco products were sold. Arthur Parker added air rifles to the inventory. It later 
became Robbins’ tobacconists and fancy goods shop. 

14 High Street is notable for another important local landmark event, now almost 
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completely forgotten. On Monday 16th November 1891 Tewkesbury’s first 
telephone call was made from there. The Western Counties and South Wales 
Telephone Company opened a Public Call Room there, and their representative 
demonstrated it by calling Cheltenham, Gloucester, Sharpness and Bristol. Public 
Call Rooms were the forerunners of kiosks, open to all to make a call for a small 
charge, variable with distance. When that first call was made, in front of 
Tewkesbury’s principal businessmen, they couldn’t possibly have imagined how 
telephones would change the world in the next century! Maybe there should be a 
plaque?   
 

 

 Museum Talks  

 
The spring talks start this month, on Tuesday 20th, with John Dixon taking us through 
‘Aspects of Hidden Tewkesbury’, following the themes of the well-attended walk in October, 
we can expect new insights into the Abbey, the old tanneries site, the mill, the old livestock 
markets and, of course, the railway. 

The remainder of the spring programme is: 

March 5th:       The Royal Progress through Gloucestershire 1535: Alan Pilbeam 
March 20th:     A Brief History of Tewkesbury Time: David Bagley 
April 2nd:         Folklore around the Battle of Tewkesbury: Steve Goodchild 
April 16th:        Metal detecting in Gloucestershire: Nicola Potter 

All these are Tuesdays. Talks are at the Baptist Chapel, Station Road, at 7.00pm., followed 
by tea, cakes and socialising. 
 

 Other People’s Talks  

 
The Civic Society’s next talk is about Medieval Towns in Gloucestershire. Presented by 
Nicholas Herbert, it will be in the Library on Thursday 8th February at 7.30.  

The Historical Society’s first public talk for 2024 will be given by Kirstie Bingham, of the 
John Moore Museum, who will be talking about the history of the Old Baptist Chapel. It will 
be in the Methodist Church on Thursday 15th February at 7.45 

The High Street Heritage Action Zone, which is responsible for the forest of scaffolding in 
the town centre and all the fresh paint , has arranged for two talks about town centre 
buildings: 

• ’81-82 Barton Street’ (Kevin Mace Butcher’s) and 10 Church Street (Jennings’ 
Carpets) on Thursday 29th February. Book HERE 

• The history of the Tudor House Hotel on Thursday 7th March. Book HERE 

The talks to be presented by Johanna Roethe of Historic England. Both events will be held 
in the Court Room in the Tudor House at 3.00pm and are free. Booking is essential as seats 
are limited and ticketed. This can be done on line (links above) or at the Roses box office. 

Gloucestershire Archives have an on-line talk in their ‘Secrets Revealed’ series on 
Wednesday 28th February, 1-2pm, entitled ‘The Fairer Sex’. For more information and to 
book, click HERE 

 

 

 

 

https://www.rosestheatre.org/events/exploring-tewkesburys-past
https://www.rosestheatre.org/events/exploring-tewkesburys-past-the-tudor-house-hotel
https://www.heritagehub.org.uk/events/secrets-revealed-online-talk-the-fairer-sex/
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 Rudge’s Patent Tap  

 
 
Edmund Rudge, nephew and heir of the 
famed tanner and miser of the same 
name, was not a chip off the old block! 
Also a tanner, he employed people and 
invested in property. His main interest, 
though, was engineering, and this (1840s) 
was the era of huge change in Britain 
brought by Victorian Engineers. 
In 1840, he patented ‘a new form of motive 
power for locomotives, using an interesting 
but unsuccessful atmospheric principle. 
In 1848, his sights were set a little lower, 
with his patented tap for beer casks, which 
had a facility for unblocking without 
resorting to unhygienic practices. 
How successful this venture was is hard to 
say, but overall his undoubted skills and 
talent didn’t set the world alight. Quite the 
opposite. In 1856 he was declared 

bankrupt. He divorced, remarried, moved to Charlton Kings and lived there until his death in 
1886. 
Tewkesbury must have been a hot-bed of cask tap development, because Mr J Walker was 
granted a patent for automatically closing appliances for draw-off tap-holes for casks, in 
March 1885. 
 

 Property Ownership  

 
Right at the end of his musings about alleys and Tewkesbury in general, John Rogers’ book 
discusses an extinct (he thought) local form of property ownership, keyholding. He explains 
a little about them, and their extinction: 

The word key-hold means that the man who has the key is the owner of the house and the 
key is the title deeds for the house and it is his freehold and his descendants for generations 
to come.  If he wished to part with it he only had to sell the key.  There is no record that tells 
him the cottages became freehold but no doubt they were given to the poor by benevolent 
men and women for the good of the town at large for ever.  But selfish men set their eyes on 
them as a money getting thing, began to buy the houses from the cottagers for very little 
money letting them live in them for very little rent for their lives.  So the key-hold houses are 
gone for ever. 

A case reported in the ‘Register in October 1883 illustrates the flaws in the system and the 
reason why paper trumps keys in property transactions: 

This was an action brought by Thomas Rice, of the “Happy Return” against William 
Shakespeare, of Bishop’s Alley, to recover possession of a cottage which he alleged he had 
purchased, and of which the defendant was tenant. Mr A M Smith appeared for the plaintiff. 

On the case being called on, Mr J M Clark asked for leave to intervene on behalf of a Mr 
George Mann, of Nottingham, who claimed the property. He had been originally instructed 
for the defendant, but had not ascertained the facts until that morning, and he now 
appeared for the claimant as stated. It appeared that the property had been what was 
known as a ‘keyhold’ or possessory tenure. The plaintiff claimed to have purchased the 
property of a man named Hodges, but Mr Mann alleged that it was not Hodges’ to sell. 
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Hodges had married a sister of Mann’s, and had been allowed to occupy the cottage with 
his wife, and after her death he still lived in it, but it had never become his property. Mr Clark 
said he could satisfy his Honour that these facts had only become known to him that 
morning, and he asked leave to intervene on Mann’s behalf. 
 

 Alley Strolls   

 
Sunday afternoon Alley Strolls for February will be on 11th (Barton Street) and 25th (Church 
Street). They leave from the bottom of Warder’s Alley at 2.30pm and last for about two 
hours. 
 

 150 Years Ago   

 
The ‘Register’ printed an ‘epitome of 1873 in January 1874. Here is what it considered the 
important happenings of February were: 

6th. The clergy of the neighbourhood signed a protest against the views propounded by Mr. 
Warleigh, the vicar of Ashchurch, as to "the extinction of evil persons and things."  

20th. The Corporation adopted a petition to the Premier in favour of consolidating and 
amalgamating the Parliamentary and Municipal Registers.  

27th. Mary Parsons, aged 64, was burnt to death by injudiciously pouring benzoline into a 
lamp whilst the wick was burning, thus causing an explosion. 

 

 Public Call Rooms   

 
The arrival and spread of the telephone network is worth a second look. These are some 
local newspaper announcements about public call rooms, a development which followed 
from private subscribers. The idea developed rapidly. Europe’s first permanent telephones 
were installed in Plymouth in 1877. The first public call room was also in the west country; 
Bristol in 1886.  

In Tewkesbury, there was a telephone demonstration in the Swan Hotel in 1879. In 1886, 
Mr Devereaux had telephones installed between his house and the hospital. W Cumming 
and Co, fishmongers at the Cross had telephone 3 by 1899. Maybe the call room, initially 
connected to Gloucester, became No 1. Who had No 2? 
 

 
Bristol Mercury; 29/1/1886 

 

 
Western Daily Press: 8/7/1887 
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Bristol Mercury: 3/9/1887 

 

 
Tewkesbury Register; 14/11/1891 

 
Western Daily Press; 28/11/1891 

 

 
Gloucestershire Echo; 17/5/1889 

 

 CONTRIBUTIONS  

 

This newsletter is written for supporters of the Museum. It is confined to local history, the 
background to items in the museum collection and things which the compiler thinks are 
interesting. We hope you also find them interesting! 

Contributions would be very welcome, and will add to the range and variety of topics 
covered. If you have a few minutes to type up something you’re researched, or even to 
suggest a topic which might be of general interest, please email mannscourt@argonet.co.uk  

 

The circulation of this email is to a list which has not been updated for a while. If you no 
longer want to be on that list, just reply to this email with ‘UNSUBSCRIBE’ in the subject 

box. 

 

 

mailto:mannscourt@argonet.co

