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At our Trustees meeting on 15th May we spent a good deal of time looking 

at a schedule of tasks that need to be completed over the next two years or 

so. This was largely driven by confirmation that we must submit our 

application to have Museum Accreditation by Arts Council England 

renewed in the spring of 2021. Accreditation is critical not only in inspiring 

the confidence of the public that we are fit for purpose, but also to fulfil a 

basic requirement of many funding bodies. 

 

Although 2021 seems a long way off right now, there is much work to do in 

order to produce a robust and satisfactory submission. Two major pieces of 

work will be the production of a Forward Plan to cover the period 2019-22, 

and the cataloguing of a large number of items in the collection for which 

formal documentation is outstanding. Some of the background material 

contained in the 2015 Forward Plan remains applicable and can be ‘recycled’ 

with only minor editing, but the bulk of the work will obviously be forward-

looking which means starting with a blank sheet of paper. To provide a rationale for our plans, we will 

need the results of audience research and, perhaps more critically, ‘non-audience’ research; that is to 

say investigating why we are currently not attracting some people to visit the Museum. 

 

It was agreed that work on the Forward Plan would be led and - where possible - performed by the 

Trustees. This will enable Laura to devote herself more to the technically curatorial cataloguing work. 

Cataloguing is a multi-staged process, ending with the digestion of the record and entering it on the 

Adlib database, making knowledge of the items in our collection available to anyone anywhere. 

 

There has been an encouraging number of new Volunteers recently and it is good to see some new 

faces taking on the vital work that enables the Museum to open. However, we cannot become 

complacent and the search for Volunteers is never-ending. We still have front-of-house slots that we 

do not fill. Another welcome sign is the number of group visits over the past few months. Allied to this 

are school visits, children’s activities and outreach visits to schools. This creates a great atmosphere 

around the Museum and, in the case of the children, helps to create our supporters of the future. 

 

I must mention two outstanding events that have taken place since the last Newsletter. Firstly the 

play ‘A Woman’s Life’, which was written by Holst Volunteer Sally Jones and staged and acted with 

consummate skill. The play provided a wonderful evening for a large and appreciative audience. See 

Tom Clarke's review on page 3. Secondly the guitar and harp concert given - and I use that word 

advisedly - by Clive Carroll and Lily Neill. They visited the Museum in 2017, shortly after it 

reopened following the water damage suffered in 2016. They offered to perform for no fee in order to 

raise funds for the Museum. They performed a wide range of music quite magnificently and 

entertainingly, and the Bishop's Cleeve Tithe Barn proved a perfect setting. 

 

We are looking forward to the new exhibition, ‘A Victorian Childhood’ which is opening on 20th July. 

Full details of the background to the exhibition appear on page 2, but I encourage you to come and 

see it. I also encourage you to attend our AGM on Monday 1st July at St Matthew’s Church Hall when 

you will be able to learn more about what has been and what will be happening at the Museum. 

 

Steve Wood 
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‘A Victorian Childhood’ 

What was Gustav Holst’s childhood really like? We almost certainly will never know, although it is 

assumed that it wasn’t an especially happy one. Firstly his mother died when he was only seven years 

old, a horrendous tragedy for both him and his younger brother Emil, which would have impacted on 

them throughout their lives. Moreover it seems that his father Adolph wasn’t always the easiest of 

individuals. According to Theodore von Holst, Gustav’s nephew, “Children in the von Holst household 

were expected to be seen and not heard, and those who offended against this or other rules would be 

punished in various ways, including confinement to their rooms on a diet of mealy-pap” – maize 

porridge. Certainly this conjures up a rather mean, Dickensian existence for the young von Holst boys. 

  

How typical was a childhood of discipline and control in the 19th century? Perhaps it is wrong to 

assume that Gustav’s early years were characterized only by loss and deprivation. Even if Adolph was 

a distant figure, he was the one responsible for introducing Gustav to music. He accompanied his 

father to All Saints Church, where he was choirmaster, to sing in the choir; when he was older he 

assisted his father at concerts at The Rotunda and The Corn Exchange. Nevertheless the divisions 

were there between father and son. As Thorley von Holst, Gustav’s half brother recollected: “Gustav 

departed radically from his father’s wishes in the field of music”, adding that their father had wanted 

Gustav to “establish himself in Cheltenham as an assistant in a piano conservatory, a post which 

Gustav declined.” 

 

Gustav’s childhood story is just one we will be exploring in our next exhibition, ‘A Victorian Childhood’, 

this summer. Through toys, books, costume and photographs, visitors will have the opportunity to 

reflect on what childhood may have meant to the boys and girls who grew up in the 19th century. 

What was infancy like, both for the baby and the nervous parents who would have been all too aware 

that their child might die before it reached five? And if they were fortunate enough to survive infancy, 

what world did they enter into? Of course it would have differed greatly depending on whether their 

background was rich or poor or, like Gustav Holst, something in between. By the time Gustav was 

born the 1870 Education Act had come into place; yet despite this not all children went to school for a 

variety of reasons. However, it was now much more likely that a child would have had some sort of 

education, however patchy. Gustav famously disliked games and mathematics when he attended 

Cheltenham Grammar School, which was a fee-paying school in the Victorian period. 

 

As part of the exhibition we will be creating hands-on areas for our younger visitors, both within the 

exhibition area itself and in the basement Learning Space. In the exhibition room we will be 

constructing a Victorian schoolroom where visitors can write and sketch and get some idea of what a 

schoolroom may have been like! In the Learning Space children will be able to immerse themselves in 

the world of Alice in Wonderland – one of the defining Victorian children’s books. There will also be 

four Victorian themed drop-in summer activities during the holidays, such as scrapbooks and peg 

people. 

 

Continuing with the Victorian theme we will be holding our first ever book club in the Museum, starting 

on 10th July. Focusing on literature from the 19th century our first book will be Thomas Hardy’s Far 

from the Madding Crowd. Please go to our website for information on this and all the other events this 

summer. 

 

Laura Kinnear 

New Volunteers 

We are pleased to introduce 5 new volunteers. Lynne Bennett, Chris Oakey and Julie Cook bring 

experience from respectively the Care Quality Commission, Civil Service and Teaching, and will be 

working on Front of House. Kirsty Lloyd will be helping with children's activities and social media, as 

well as supporting FOH. Mike Merritt will be providing practical help to Laura and me on busy days 

when we have events such as baking or children's activities. All are most welcome. 

 

Lucy Moriarty 
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‘A Woman’s Life’ 

‘A Woman's Life’, by playwright and Holst volunteer Sally Jones, gave us two for the price of one - the 

inner lives of Holst's mother Clara (1841-82) and Isabella Beeton (1836-65) as revealed in imaginary 

encounters during 1881, built around the famous Beeton book on household management. All the 

action took place in the Holst kitchen. 

 

Both women had talents that had to take second place to household duties, their husbands’ work, and 

child-rearing. The play brought out the essential loneliness of their lives and the disappointments that 

came with a husband preferring the hostelries of Montpellier (pianist Adolph von Holst) or hopeless 

with money (publisher Samuel Beeton). Admiration for their husbands’ abilities was mixed with 

frustration at being held back themselves. Actresses Emma Wilkes (Clara von Holst) and Emmeline 

Braefield (Mrs Beeton) gave superb performances to show the women determined to cope yet unable 

to gain fulfilment. It was doubly sad to learn at the end of the play that both women died young from 

complications after childbirth. At the Holst Birthplace Museum we revere the composer without 

perhaps fully realising earlier sacrifices. 

 

The play was directed by Marianne Gaston and skilfully staged at Harwood Hall, Christchurch on 23rd 

March. A capacity audience of over 100 was treated to a memorable occasion. Our thanks to Investec 

Wealth and Investment for supporting this event. 

 

Tom Clarke 

Holst’s Specs 

Followers of Facebook may have seen Laura's post back in February, when the figure of Holst in 

Imperial Gardens appeared to be getting a complicated eye test. In fact he was just having his specs 

reinstated after they had going ‘missing’ a while back. 

 

This was thanks to the generosity of Cheltenham opticians Smith & Swepson, supported by the skill 

of two local craftsmen. They were expertly fixed on again by former goldsmith Mark Huggins, who 

made the originals for the statue in 2008 when it was unveiled by Sir Mark Elder. Paul Smith, who 

with Mark Huggins works for Pangolin Editions, the sculpture foundry in Stroud responsible for the 

casting of the bronze, was responsible for the excellent ‘wash and brush up’ given to the statue. 

 

So it's a very big thank you from us all at the Holst Birthplace Museum to Smith & Swepson (‘Great 

Eyecare, Smart Eyewear’) for their sponsorship, ensuring that Holst looks the part once more. 

 

Jenny Ogle 

Enchanted Gardens 

Beginning life as small bonsai gardens formed on old plates, the Victorian tradition of fairy gardening 

proves as popular today as it was over a hundred years ago. In February half term we were delighted 

to welcome over 20 families into the Museum for our ‘Enchanted Gardens’ drop-in activity. Using local 

foliage, stones, toadstools, dinosaurs, twigs, beads and more, our young visitors cosied up by the heat 

of the range in the Victorian Kitchen to while away a rainy afternoon. Since then we have enjoyed 

similar success creating Spring Hares, Easter Baskets and this week Rag Rugs. It is heartening to 

know that in an age of technology we can still appeal to a child's spirit of adventure using traditional 

crafts.  

 

Join us in the summer holidays to write like a Victorian and learn how to form copperplate letters with 

a pen and ink, or perhaps see how thaumatropes created optical illusions delighting young minds. 

They will take place at 11am-3pm on Tuesdays; suggested £1 donation with a valid entrance ticket.  
 

Lucy Moriarty 
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We are delighted to welcome as new member Sara Salvidge, our erstwhile Learning Coordinator. 

If you are not already a subscribing Friend of the Trust, please do consider joining and also tell your 

friends. Not only will you have the satisfaction of giving financial and general support to the Museum, 

but you will also enjoy many other benefits.  The Museum leaflet contains an application form. 

Annual Membership rates are: 

Single £20, Joint/Family £30, Young £5, Single Benefactor £60, Joint/Family Benefactor £100, Single 

Life £300, Joint Life £400, Gift Membership £20. 

For further details contact me at membership@holstmuseum.org.uk or 01242 227720. 

Please note that we have a reciprocal arrangement with the Holst Society, whereby Friends of the 

HBT are entitled to a 40% discount on membership of the Society. More details can be found on their 

website at http://www.holstsociety.org/. 

If you would like to become a Volunteer at the Museum, and thus a Volunteer Friend, please contact 

Lucy Moriarty at volunteers@holstmuseum.org.uk or 01242 524846. 

We would like to be able to deliver this newsletter exclusively by email where possible, which would 

save us both postage costs and effort.  If any readers (whether already on our mailing list or not) 

would like to take up this option, please email membership@holstmuseum.org.uk. 

 

Tom Clarke 

The Trustees are most grateful to the following: 

President: 

Martyn Brabbins 

Patrons: 

Lord Berkeley of Knighton CBE 
Dame Felicity Lott 
Adrian Partington 
Dame Patricia Routledge 
Jeff Wayne 

Supporters: 

Cheltenham Borough Council 
Willans LLP 
 

Saturday 1st June: Car Boot Sale at Southam 

As so many items have already been donated, we are currently planning to set up stall again on a 

date in August, so please continue to donate items. 

Monday 3rd June: Volunteer Outing to Berkeley Castle 

A major local tourist attraction of great historical and cultural significance, the Castle also has 

attractive gardens and grounds, a butterfly house and gift shop. While this event is free to Volunteers, 

members and friends are welcome to come along, with a charge of £13.25 payable on arrival. 

Sunday 25th or Monday 26th August: Car Boot Sale at Southam 

The actual date will depend on the weather! Please continue to donate. 

Saturday 5th October, 7.30pm at St Andrew’s Church: Birthday Concert 

The 2019 Birthday Concert will be a joint event with the Cheltenham Chamber Orchestra, conducted 

by Timothy Carey. The soloist will be Portuguese viola player Ana Teresa de Braga y Alves.  The 

concert will feature music by Holst, Vaughan Williams and Mozart.  

Wednesday 13th November, 7pm at St Luke’s Church Hall: Quiz and Fish & Chip Supper 

Fish and chips will be supplied by the Big Fish on Bath Road and the event includes a tombola. 

 

Alan Parker 

Membership of the Friends 

Future Events 


