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Mr Pitt’s great estate 
Joseph Pitt, the most influential figure in the development 
of Regency Cheltenham, was an ambitious man. Of his 
many projects, the Pittville Estate, long in gestation, is 
deservedly the best known.  
 
Over more than a decade, Pitt steadily bought up parcels 
of land on the north side of town, to create his future 
estate. In 1822 the first well was dug for the new spa, and 
transformation of the former fields was under way. 
Surveyors laid out the lines of future roads and walks, and 
by 1824 the first building plots were offered for sale.  
 
Pitt wanted to ensure that what plot-owners built was 
suitably grand, and insisted on strict covenants. His 
strategy was a success, judging by the comments of an 
1830s visitor, who memorably described Pittville as  
 

‘a scene of gorgeous magnificence’. 
 
Though never completed precisely to Pitt’s plan (he died in 
1842), the Pittville we see and appreciate today is very 
much his legacy, and it is in this context that the gates 
belong. This new account sets out the full story of the 
Pittville Gates for the first time. 
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This sign to Pittville at the junction with the High Street now looks like a
postscript to the large late-Victorian street nameplate above, but is in fact older.

 

The southeast corner of Pittville today 
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Early ambitions 
As early as 1824, it was known that part of the Pittville development 
would be a promenade up to the Pump Room, to be ‘thrown open’ 
from the Winchcombe Turnpike Gate – which once stood across the 
top of Winchcombe Street at the start of the road to Prestbury.  
 

The elaborate plan for Pitt’s new estate, published in 1826, did not 
mark specific entry points. However, it’s clear something imposing 
had been hinted at, for by the summer of 1828 a local weekly, the 
Cheltenham Looker-On, was raising a quizzical eyebrow: ‘It is now 
some time since we heard that it was intended to erect two grand 
entrances into Pittville, one at the end of Portland Street, and 
another in Winchcombe Street, but we have not lately had any 
intelligence on the subject. We hope it has not been given up, as 
such a proceeding would form a very handsome feature to the new 
town; and a couple of triumphal arches might be erected at a 
trifling expense … and would be extremely beautiful’.  
 

We don’t know how much the Gates cost, but in the event the 
money only stretched to one ‘grand entrance’. Improvements to the 
streets running northwards from the High Street in 1829 had been 
instigated by Pitt, the town commissioners meeting at least part of 
his expenses, but once the Pump Room had been opened (1830), 
it was perhaps inevitable that of the two main approaches, the 
Winchcombe Street axis would be preferred for extra 
embellishment. Certainly until the trees matured it would have led 
the eye almost straight up to the new spa building. What is more, a 
suitable corner of land was available. The old turnpike had gone, 
and the road was clear. 
 

The Gates are built 
We can now say confidently that the gates were built in late 1833:  
in November of that year they are described as ‘new’, and finished 
all but for the lamps. The six pillars with their original cast ironwork 
were not a complicated structure, and probably had not taken long 
to put up. For comparison, the neighbouring new Female Orphan 
Asylum – of which Joseph Pitt was a patron – was built in just two 
months. Within a short space, not just the gates and orphanage, 
but also Pittville Mansion (left of the gates; now Ellenborough 
House), and 1–11 and 23–5 Pittville Lawn were all completed in 
this small area. The clear message is that Pitt, assisted by his 
architect Robert Stokes, wanted to quickly maximise the 
impression made on visitors approaching the new estate. 
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Earliest depiction, 1836 
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Our source, the Cheltenham Chronicle of 28 November, is worth 
quoting at length because of the detail it gives, from which we can 
see that the remaining cast ironwork is indeed original: 
 

… Neither ought we to quit this part of Cheltenham, without 
noticing the new, elegant and massive gates that form the 
principal entrance to Pittville, and which, we have been 
informed, were manufactured and erected from a design by 
the gentleman we have previously mentioned [Robert Stokes] 
as architect of the new Orphan Asylum. The following 
description will, perhaps, convey to strangers some idea of the 
beauty of their construction. 

 

    The whole space is divided into five parts, having two gates 
for carriages, and two for pedestrians, while the centre division 
is filled with iron work of the same pattern with the gates. The 
design of the gates is very classical, and in pure Grecian taste; 
the rosettes which fill the lower compartment agreeably 
harmonize with the flowing lines and magnificence of the 
principal division; these are surmounted by a series of elegant 
open panels which are crowned by terminations of a very 
ornamental character, alternating with heads of a smaller and 
simpler design. The piers by their massiveness and simplicity, 
greatly heighten the elaborate appearance of the gates, and 
add by contrast to the general effect. The gates are painted in 
imitation of bronze, which we think exhibits the detail more 
distinctly and to greater advantage than if they had been 
finished plainly. The lamps we perceived were not painted, 
and on enquiring the cause, we were glad to find, that those at 
present on the piers will shortly be replaced by others more 
ornamental in their design,, and by their size, better adapted to 
the situation.  

 

   We owe this improvement to the judicious liberality and 
public spirit of Joseph Pitt, Esq. the proprietor of the estate. 
We can only add, that these superb gates impart a new 
feature to the entrance of Pittville, before much wanted, and 
are well calculated to convey to the visitor of this delightful 
Spa, a favourable impression, which every step on his road to 
the Pump Room increases. When the lamps are lighted, the 
extent of the improvement will be fully appreciated, and it will, 
we have no doubt, stimulate to a still greater extent, the 
operations of those who are engaged in investing their capital 
in building on the estate.  
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Stokes’s signature, from a letter written in New Zealand 

 
Estate agents lost no time in mentioning the Gates as a plus point. 
Here the newly-completed Pittville Mansion (now Ellenborough 
House, immediately west of the Gates) is described as ‘situated at 
the Grand Entrance to Pittville’.  
 

 
Cheltenham Chronicle, 28 November 1833     

Robert Stokes was born about 1810. He was admitted to the Royal Academy
Schools in 1830, winning the silver medal that year. He had moved to
Cheltenham by 1831, and as well as the Gates and Orphanage was architect for
several of the larger Pittville houses. He parted company with Pitt and left
Cheltenham in March 1835, apparently in financial difficulties. His only other
recorded architectural works are the Gothic churches at Amberley and Oakridge,
Glos. In 1839 he went to New Zealand, enjoying a varied career as land surveyor,
newspaper proprietor and member of the legislative council. Late in life he
returned to England, dying in Bayswater in January 1880. 
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The Gates are lit 
Within weeks, the permanent lamps were installed, being ‘lighted 
for the first time on Tuesday night’ [17 Dec. 1833]. They were 
‘exceedingly splendid, and harmonize well with the design of this 
magnificent entrance.’ These will have been oil lamps, as gas 
lighting did not begin to reach the Pittville Estate until late 1839.  
 

  
  

Vital statistics 
The six stone pillars, including capstones, are each about 3.2m 
(10ft) high, and 69cm (2ft3in) across each face. Side to side, the 
gate structure measures about 20m (65ft6in) overall; no doubt the 
original design was for 66ft or 1 chain. The central cast iron screen 
is 4.32m (14ft2in) wide and 2.68m (8ft9in) high, with a few more 
inches below the asphalt. The carriage gateways are 3.65m (12ft)  
wide, the pedestrian gateways are 1.92m (6ft4in) wide at the base. 
The four present lamps are about 5ft (1.52m) high, thus preserving 
the general proportions if no longer the exact style of those seen in 
Johnson’s 1836 engraving. 

The first permanent 
lamps on the Gates 
were very probably the 
same model as this pair, 
which stand either side 
of the main entrance to 
the Municipal Offices 
(built 1822–3) in the 
Promenade.  
 
Their fluted stems are 
an exact match with 
those remaining at the 
Gates. Overall these 
imposing fittings, which 
would originally have 
been lit by oil, are 
exactly 5ft (1.52m) high. 
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The central screen: detail 
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The cast ironwork: origins 
Robert Stokes’ drawings and specifications do not appear to have 
survived. Regrettably therefore we have no clue to where the gates 
and railings were made, or by whom. The pattern details (see 
opposite) are distinctive, perhaps even unique in Cheltenham, but 
it would be reasonable to assume sources similar to those of 
neighbouring contemporary ironwork in Pittville Lawn, discussed 
by Amina Chatwin in her book Cheltenham’s Ornamental Ironwork. 
The decorative elements of cast iron were often sourced from iron-
founders’ pattern books and catalogues. Most were not 
manufactured locally.  
 
Though surviving receipts show that the well-known Cheltenham 
firm R E & C Marshall supplied or repaired decorative ironwork 
elsewhere on the Pittville Estate grounds for many years, it has not 
been possible to link their name positively to the main Pittville Gates.  

 
The colour 
The reference to painting in imitation of bronze indicates that the 
original colour was something near the present bluey-green shade. 
‘Bronze’ was a recognised Regency colour, achieved by various 
methods. It was reckoned by the landscape designer Humphry Repton 
to be ‘perhaps the best colour of all ornamental rails of iron’.  
 
There is no record of the Gates ever having been another colour 
(other than gold detailing).  While it is widely believed that ‘all 
railings were painted black when Prince Albert died in 1861’, this is 
not borne out by the facts, and black’s near-ubiquity today has 
more to do with the introduction from the 1930s of quicker-drying 
alkyd paint in this colour.  

 
Early years 
‘Pittville Gate’ (singular) appears on Merrett’s celebrated 1834 map 
of the town, though no structure is depicted. This is probably 
because it was not quite in being when Merrett, who succeeded 
Robert Stokes as Pitt’s architect, was adding final details to his 
draft engraving in late 1833. Merrett does however use Pittville 
Gate as a reference point in the map’s table of distances, placing it 
at 539 yards from the High Street.  
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1834: first appearance on a map 

 
 

This extract from Merrett’s 
1834 map shows the tree-
lined Segrave Place (now 
Pittville Lawn), with the 
words ‘Pittville Gate’ at the 
south end, across the 
junction of Winchcombe 
Street and the unnamed 
Prestbury Road.  
 
The darker shading shows 
completed buildings; outlines 
show those planned but not 
yet built. 
 
In the triangle right of the 
gate, a building smaller than 
a house is marked. It 
appears on no other map, so 
was probably  temporary: the 
architect’s site office, 
perhaps?    

George Rowe was generally a reliable recorder of the Cheltenham street scene.
Though the pillars are perhaps a little dumpy, this engraving from his 1845
Illustrated Guide shows the Gates 12 years after construction. The right-hand
railings, probably removed in the Second World War, are present, visually
unifying the junction with Prestbury Road. Rowe has discreetly omitted the
waiting cabmen, who would have been a few feet in front of his sketchpad. 
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Not everyone would wish to walk those 539 yards, so it is perhaps 
not surprising that by 1836 there was a licensed cab stand nearby, 
‘for no more than three fly carriages at a time’. The needs of 
pedestrians were also recognised: in late 1839, local landowners 
applied to the town commissioners for a pavement to be laid down 
‘from the entrance gates of Pittville’ to the end of Leamington 
House (now the pharmacy) in Prestbury Road, and for two paved 
crossings, one at the head of Winchcombe Street and the other in 
front of the gates themselves.  
 
Thereafter, the gates (now plural) are regularly noted in the 
Cheltenham guidebooks, from Davies’ 1840 edition of the 
Stranger’s Guide onwards.  
 

After Pitt 
Pitt died in 1842, in his early 80s, leaving massive debts. To clear 
these, many of his assets were auctioned off in the following years. 
Serious organised investment in the Pittville Estate was at an end. 
However, the estate’s agents, Engall, Cox & Co, acting for the 
County of Gloucester Bank, continued to collect private rates from 
property owners in Pittville. Some of the income was spent on 
maintaining the estate infrastructure, which naturally included the 
Gates.  Despite the loss of Pitt’s driving force, the Pump Room and 
other attractions were by now well-established and continued to 
draw numbers of visitors, to the point that in 1852 a new stand, for 
four licensed (sedan) chairs, was designated at the gates.  
 

In 1853, some Pittville residents petitioned for the roads and 
footpaths to be made public, and therefore repairable at town 
ratepayers’ expense. In council discussion of the proposal, the 
estate’s agent was reported as saying that ‘the ornamental gates 
at the entrance could not be removed, but they could be always 
kept open.’ In the event, there was insufficient support for the 
change, and the Pittville roads remained private for several 
decades more.  
 

To underline its private ownership, it was once the practice at 
Pittville to close all the estate’s entrances once a year. The Pittville 
Gates were no exception, and so for instance on 15 September 
1885, a Tuesday, John Olwen and Joseph Maycock were paid 
2/6d each for ‘stopping the road’ there. 
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The Gates in 1855: a bird’s-eye view 

 
Image courtesy of Cheltenham Local History Society 
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In the early Victorian decades, Cheltenham had more than its fair 
share of infectious diseases, including cholera. In 1849, a public 
health inspector made a detailed investigation of the causes, 
highlighting the lack of proper water supply and sanitation – a lack 
not confined to the poorer areas of town. The 1849 report triggered 
major improvement efforts in the 1850s. To help plan these, an 
extremely detailed survey was made for the first time of the whole 
town. Prepared in the years 1855–57, and drawn up on the scale 
of 44ft to the inch, the Old Town Survey is the early Victorian 
equivalent of satellite mapping, with added sewers and 
dungheaps. 
 
In this extract (opposite) from the hand-drawn Sheet 38 – slightly 
scuffed from the decades of use it had when in the municipal 
offices – the six pillars of the gates are clearly visible. The 
benchmark records a spot height of 74.52ft above sea level. 
Individual trees are marked, with a noticeable clump in the triangle, 
and some down the centre of today’s Clarence Road. The grey 
cobbled surface of the carriageways between the gates can just be 
made out. Paved crossings over Prestbury Road and Clarence 
Road help keep shoes and dresses free of dust and puddles. The 
green line shows the gas supply, at one point connecting to an LP 
(lamp-post) in Prestbury Road. Rainwater drains into SGs (surface 
gullies) by the side of the road. The thicker red lines indicate walls 
and railings. The drinking trough has not yet appeared. The red 
dashed line is a later addition, marking a sewer installed in 
Prestbury Road in 1884. 
 
(As evidence of the surveyors’ meticulous coverage of all details 
relevant to public health, note Pittville Mansion, the only house 
shown fully on this extract: the P designates a pump, probably 
sited in the basement, over a private well, and the small boxed 
circle symbolises a toilet, almost certainly serviced by the nightsoil 
man rather than a sewer. Private wells could quite easily be 
contaminated and had been identified, in the official report that 
prompted the 1855 survey, as a prime cause of disease in 
Cheltenham.) 
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The earliest photo: 1893 

 
Courtesy of Cheltenham Art Gallery & Museum  

 

This lantern slide of a horse-drawn bus rounding the corner into
Winchcombe Street can be dated to summer 1893: the flags and
placards mark the wedding of the Duke of York (the future King
George V) and Princess Mary of Teck, which took place on 6
July.  The corner premises with the very large flags are those of
A C & S Billings, building contractors, who were still there until
the 1950s. 
 
Horse-drawn buses were first seen in Cheltenham in 1890; this
one is almost certainly the service running between Pittville Gates
and Lansdown Station.  
 
In the background, a cab waits in front of the gates. This is the
only known photograph showing the gates before the addition of
the arch.  
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‘Clean, touch up and varnish’ 
For much of the second half of the 1800s, little of public note is 
recorded about the gates, though interesting details survive about 
the periodic maintenance of the fabric by local firms employed by the 
estate’s agents. The evidence suggests long intervals of inattention. 
 
On 5 May 1873 Lucas Baker of Winchcombe Street submitted his 
specification and contract for carpentry and painting work at ‘the 
Entrance Gates and painted fences of the Pittville Estate’ … 
‘Clean, touch up and varnish the Pittville Gates and ornamental 
iron work and double entrance gates into the two gardens opposite 
Pittville Lawn’. Though no colour was specified for the gates, the 
quotation went on to list ‘Clarence Square, Wellington Square, 
Pittville Circus Gardens, entrance to Pump Room etc.’, all  needing 
three-coat painting in a ‘light green colour’. His price for the job 
was  £24 15s.  
 
In 1878, Samuel Martin quoted for work on what he described as 
the Segrave Place Gates – in fact Pittville Gates: ‘To be thoroughly 
scraped and painted and varnished, new gilding where required. 
Lamps to be reglazed, capping and ‘cornish’ [cornice] painted grey 
and joints of stonework to be stopped with Portland cement. All 
work to be finished in a workmanlike manner. For the sum of £24.’ 
Also: ‘Repair ironwork to gates, for the sum of £2 10s.’ The 
quotation is marked as paid in August of that year, so we can be 
sure the work – which amounts to a fairly thorough overhaul – was 
carried out. 
 
In the late 1880s the Pump Room acquired a new tenant and a fair 
amount of money was laid out on probably overdue general estate 
maintenance. In February 1887 the contractor Henry D Humphris 
quoted for a long list of jobs, including work required at the 
‘Principal Entrance gates and railing at Upper end of Winchcomb 
Street’. He offered to ‘paint up and repair stone work of gate pillars 
with cement as will be directed, and prepare and paint caps and 
bases three coats in good oil colour. Reinstate broken glass in 
lamps and prepare and paint the whole of the ironwork two coats 
finished same colour as at present and regild portions now gilded. 
Allow the sum of £15 for repairs to iron work’.  
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Mrs Champion and the CLSPA 
The Cheltenham Ladies’ Society for the Protection of Animals was founded
in the summer of 1872. Its members looked after strays (they ran a dogs’
home in Whaddon) and sought the prosecution of those found ill-treating
horses, dogs, and other animals. The CLSPA made few headlines in its
early years, but came to note in 1877, when on 13 May, one James Walker
preached a sermon in support of the society entitled ‘The groaning and
deliverance of the creatures of God’, on the sin of cruelty to animals. This
was published the same year, presumably as a fund-raiser.   
 
The society’s most enduring contribution to animal welfare in the town was its
campaign to install drinking troughs on the entrance routes into Cheltenham.
Previously, where public troughs were lacking, draught animals either went
thirsty or were watered at inns or alehouses, while their masters took stronger
stuff, and it’s clear that the CLSPA was meeting a real need. Their troughs,
inscribed with a pious sentiment, were all very substantial, and raising the
money to pay for five of them must have been a challenge.  
 
Fortunately, a Pittville resident was equal to the task. Mrs Mary Champion, a
wealthy widow living at Malden Court, was the CLSPA’s treasurer, and it is she
who features most often in reports of the society’s doings. (She had also been
treasurer of the county branch of the RSPCA; the relationship, or lack of,
between the two societies is unknown.) Just a month after Walker’s sermon, Mrs
Champion wrote to the council asking for leave to place a drinking trough for
cattle ‘on the Prestbury Road’. This may refer to something at Pittville Gates, but
it seems nothing came of the plan. Perhaps at this time the CLSPA did not yet
have enough money to procure troughs themselves, but relied on patrons to
sponsor one. 
 
Such seems to have been the case with the first confirmed delivery of a
CLSPA trough, installed at the Gloucester Road–Tewkesbury Road junction
in May 1878. The inscription records that it was ‘donated’ to the CLSPA by
W Gibbons; it can be seen today in the Promenade, opposite Martin’s the
jewellers. (Just a month after the new trough was set up in Gloucester Road,
vandalism was evident, and Mrs Champion was writing to the council asking
for offenders to be prosecuted.)  
 
Ambitions were high in 1882, when the CLSPA sought council blessing to
install three troughs, at Pittville Gates, Hewlett Road and Montpellier. The
local paper records the arrival of the Pittville and Montpellier ones (both in
red Aberdeen granite, carved by Martyn & Emms of Cheltenham) in August
1883, and the one now at the Hewlett Road/London Road junction is also
dated 1883. Perhaps for traffic reasons, the Montpellier one was relocated in
early 1884 to near Westal Green. It has since disappeared. The fifth delivery
was in 1884, when the CLSPA presented the Leckhampton Local Board with
the red granite drinking trough which still stands by the Norwood Arms. 
 
The CLSPA then disappears from view, probably having ceded place to the older
and larger RSPCA. All that remains of its efforts are three very solid troughs. 
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The trough 
It is likely that waiting cabs and their horses were what prompted 
the Cheltenham Ladies’ Society for the Protection of Animals to 
offer a ‘cattle trough’ to be set up in front of the gates. The council 
accepted, and it was installed in or shortly before August 1883. It is 
a visible feature in many early postcards of the gates, clearly 
fulfilling its intended purpose. Once watered, horses and their cabs 
would wait on a cobbled area in the middle of the junction, facing 
the gates.  
 
The trough itself was of good quality, in red Aberdeen granite, with 
the water inlet at the eastern end (connected to the public supply), 
a hook for a bucket on the western end, and a shallow drinking 
pool for dogs underneath. Like other troughs supplied by the 
CLSPA, it bore on the front face several lines of inscription, visible 
in postcard views of the gates though sadly not legible. The 
cobbled area would in principle have been easier to keep clean 
than the otherwise loose road surface, but it was not wholly 
effective: residents wrote to the council in June 1887 complaining 
about ‘unhealthy and noxious state’ of the carriage stand near 
Pittville Gates. 
 
A minor mystery surrounds the disappearance of the trough, which 
seems to have happened about 1965. The best-supported 
explanation is that either this trough was badly damaged by a lorry, 
and disposed of, or that in fact it was the very similar trough at 
Berkeley Gardens (at the London Road/Hewlett Road junction) 
which got damaged, and the Pittville one was uprooted to replace 
it. Whatever the truth, the only remaining vestiges of the trough 
today are two small drains, both now blocked with debris, at each 
end of where the trough stood, and at the eastern end an iron 
stop-cock cover, carrying the initials of the Cheltenham 
Corporation Waterworks.    
 
 

 
The Berkeley Gardens trough 



Pittville Gates: Cheltenham’s ‘Grand Entrance’ 

18 

 
courtesy of Cheltenham Borough Council 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Above is a detail from the map drawn to accompany the 1890
conveyance of the remaining Pittville estate to the Borough
Council, and still held with the rest of the deeds at the municipal
offices. It shows in red the original boundary of Pittville, and in
ochre the land being conveyed – in this section all consisting of
roadways. Though clearly named, the Pittville Gates structure is
apparently not deemed substantial enough to be marked. 
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The estate enters public ownership 
In 1888, the County of Gloucester Bank, which since shortly after 
Pitt’s death had owned the residue of the Pittville Estate, offered to 
sell to Cheltenham Borough Council for £5,400. Even then, this 
was a bargain price for an estate of 44 acres, consisting principally 
of the Pump Room, and the roads and gardens. The council was 
keen to take it on, though it took some time to settle the details, not 
least because an Act of Parliament was required to give the 
council power to raise the money.  
 
Eventually the sale was finalised in early 1891, and Pittville (‘the 
whole of the estate, with its roads, drives and gardens’) was 
formally opened to the public in June of that year. The gates thus 
became council property at this point.  
 
Before long, they had been significantly altered to emphasise this 
change. 
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This paved crossing for pedestrians in Central Cross Drive, 
Pittville, partially exposed by the cold winter weather of 2010, 
shows what crossings by the Gates and across Winchcombe 
Street would have looked like. The granite setts are about 3½in 
square. 

A Brush-Vienna arc lamp of the type
fitted in Cheltenham. Their brilliant light
came from a spark passing between
two carbon rods. By this date, an
automatic regulator kept the rods at the
right separation, though they still
burned down and required more
maintenance than later incandescent
lights. Ohio-born engineer Charles F
Brush first experimented with arc lights
as early as 1867 and had wide
success. In 1879 he formed the Anglo-
American Brush Electric Light
Corporation in Lambeth, later the Brush
Electrical Engineering Co.  
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The 1897 arch: ‘decidedly good’ 
June 1897 saw Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee; in May the 
same year the Prince of Wales honoured a long-standing invitation 
to visit Cheltenham. The two events were not directly connected, 
but the coincidence left no excuse for not getting out the bunting. 
In particular, much effort went into decorating the prince’s planned 
route through town.  
 

His visit came just two years after the launch of a public electricity 
supply in Cheltenham, following several years of debate in council, 
where the leading advocate was Alderman George Norman, 
chairman of the Lighting Committee. By 1897 the new electric 
lighting system had got almost as far as Winchcombe Street. In 
March 1897 local residents and businesses were petitioning to 
speed its extension up to Pittville Circus; they also suggested that 
the gates themselves should receive some special treatment.  
 

The enthusiastic alderman saw an opportunity not only to meet 
local wishes but also to make a distinctive civic statement of his 
own along the route of the prince’s return from a military review at 
Prestbury Park. Not only were the new arc lamps to be extended 
up as far as Pittville Circus, there was to be an arc lamp ‘over the 
Pittville Gates on an Arch’. The committee instructed the Borough 
Engineer to design a suitable arch, to be ordered at once. Within 
six weeks the job was done, and whether or not the prince actually 
saw the finished work (perhaps over his right shoulder) as he re-
entered the town, others certainly approved the result. On 19 May, 
very shortly after the visit, the Cheltenham Examiner reported:  

 
The decision of the Town Council, to give special treatment 

to the lighting of this entrance to the Pittville Estate, has been 
carried out with commendable promptitude, the ornamental 
lamp arch, approved by the Lighting Committee, having been 
finished early last week, and current switched on to the electric 
arc lamp it carries on the evening preceding the Prince’s visit to 
the town. The effect both in daylight and at night is decidedly 
good. The arch, which springs from pillar to pillar in the centre 
of the drive, is of open stamped ironwork, the curve bearing the 
words “Pittville Park.” Above the curve is some artistic scroll 
work, supporting at its centre a circular device with the motto 
Salubritas et Eruditio, surmounted by a shield with the borough 
arms. The lamp hangs from the base of the shield in the ring 
formed by the motto. Whilst the design appears to be generally 
admired,  the light at night  is appreciated by the neighbourhood  
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as a first instalment of the arc lighting about to be carried out 
along the whole of Winchcombe-street. The lamp will not be 
used regularly until the other lamps have been erected.’  

 
Note the ‘Pittville Park’: this was still a relatively new term, adopted 
only in 1894 once the Marle Hill Annexe had been added to the 
original Pittville garden grounds. It shows that the arch (or to give it 
its technical name the overthrow) was as much about proclaiming 
civic pride in the park as about showing off the latest lighting. 
 
While most of the other expenses associated with the royal visit 
were defrayed by public subscription, there is no reference 
anywhere to how the gates were procured or paid for, and the work 
appears to have been managed out of the Borough Engineer’s 
funds. The fabrication of the arch was almost certainly local, and 
has been credited to Charles Henry Channon, who had a 
workshop behind 100 Fairview Road. The arc lamp would have 
been a Brush-Vienna model, the council’s preferred make, with an 
inverted onion-shaped globe – as seen in the sketch opposite. 
 
One other possible addition from 1897 is the small green box 
behind one of the central pillars. This is certainly related to the 
electricity supply to the gate lighting, and may in fact be the ‘small 
transformer at Pittville Gates’ referred to in 1897 minutes of the 
council’s Lighting Committee, installed to enable the supply to 
Leamington Place (the pharmacy section of Prestbury Road) and 
in Winchcombe Street. 
 

‘Seen by the night policeman’ 
The humorous sketch opposite is one of several by an artist known 
only as H for a weekly feature in the Cheltenham Free Press. The 
sketch itself is dated 23 August 1897, just four months after the 
arch went up. Though published on 14 May 1898 to mark the start 
of permanent electric lighting in the area (as noted above, the 
switch-on for the Prince of Wales’s visit was by way of a preview), 
the sketch does not really focus on the lighting itself, and perhaps 
recalls an actual incident the previous year. Actual or not, it is 
interesting (to students of missing ironwork) that the climber is 
evidently not so drunk that he is unable to hang his jacket carefully 
on a lower portion of the ironwork, and that his right hand is poised 
with intent above the pigeon that crowns the Cheltenham coat of 
arms. Did the original pigeon and globe (still visible in interwar 
photographs) just rust away, or were they ‘borrowed’? 
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A 1920s view. Not many postcards of the gates show so little 
activity – perhaps it was a Sunday?  
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The decades of decay 
The postcard opposite shows that as the twentieth century 
advanced, there was already visible decay of the stonework, 
especially at the bottom section of the pillars. The freestone 
selected may not have been the highest quality, or the best choice 
for the job. Earlier periodic repairs with cement, and over-painting 
of some of the stonework, may unwittingly have contributed to the 
deterioration. 
 
In late 1920, the council’s Parks and Recreation Grounds 
Committee considered repairs. The Borough Surveyor was 
instructed to remove the gates, ie, the opening leaves (this was at 
least partly to give vehicles easier passage), to paint the remaining 
ornamental ironwork, and to render in cement and generally repair 
the pillars.  
 
The gate removal and repainting – relatively inexpensive – was 
probably carried out some time after June 1921. However, there 
was no money for pillar repair, which was to be postponed until the 
next year. Much of the decayed cement rendering visible today 
may thus date from 1922.  
 
The removed gates were probably stored at a council depot, until 
in June 1932 the Borough Surveyor suggested they be disposed 
of. Having adjourned to take a view, the Parks Committee agreed 
in September to allow their disposal as scrap. This implies that 
while some councillors had considered reinstating the gates, either 
the ironwork was seen to be beyond repair, or there was simply no 
money to spare.  
 
Many of Pittville’s roads, including the Gates section, fell into 
disrepair between the wars, apparently because the Parks 
department was not equipped to deal with them. Consideration 
was given to putting them all under Highways responsibility, but in 
March 1932 £1,000 for maintaining the roads was found to add to 
the Parks budget. Unsurprisingly, routine care was not a priority 
during the war years that followed. While £5 was spent on paint for 
the gates in 1939–40, nothing at all was spent on them in 1944–5, 
leading to a catch-up in 1945–6, when £10 was budgeted for paint.     
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The changing transport scene  
As already noted, there was a recognised cab stand at Pittville 
Gates by 1836, with a drinking trough set up there in 1883. In the 
first postcard view opposite, two cabs wait on the central cobbled 
strip, while a cart-horse is being watered at the trough. Another 
horse-drawn vehicle heads off north up Prestbury Road, shortly to 
be followed by tram no. 15, probably on its way to Cleeve Hill. An 
inbound tram waits on the loop – only a single track passes the 
gates. A man pushes a bicycle up the street, and another man, 
perhaps on a delivery tricycle of some sort, pauses by the gates.  
All in all, a busy scene, probably from the first decade of the 
twentieth century. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Horses have surely not gone completely, but this view, from a slightly 
different angle (note the tramline at bottom right) shows little sign of 
them. The cobbled strip seems to have gone. The two vehicles are 
almost certainly taxis, as they look alike and have indicator flags in 
the upper corner of the windscreen. Are they waiting for business, or 
coincidentally both passing through when the photographer pressed 
the shutter?  
 
They have been identified as a French make, CGV (Charron, 
Girardot & Voigt), probably about the 1908 model.  The registration 
letters are the once familiar AD for Gloucester, first used in 
December 1903, and on the original card the first two digits can be 
made out as 23--, which would mean the vehicles were registered 
in 1912, seemingly not new. With the evidence of the woman’s 
dress, the image thus dates to just before the First World War – 
say 1912-14. 
 
Incidentally, both pictures show the small white-on-blue enamel H 
(for hydrant) still visible high up on the second pillar from the right. 
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Hold the front page! The Echo, 30 July 1965 

 

The lorry, belonging to 
Messrs Lebus & Co of 
Tottenham, had been 
coming south through 
the gates to make a left 
turn. The back end 
caught one of the 
centre pillars, bringing it 
and the arch down on 
top of a Mini and a Ford 
Anglia which had been 
parked behind the 
central screen.  
 
This incident persuaded 
the council that through 
traffic could no longer 
be permitted. 
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Narrow escapes 
In 1940 the drive to salvage metal for the war effort led the 
Borough Surveyor to propose removing for scrap all remaining 
railings (including ‘ornamental cast iron work’) at the Gates. The 
road gates when open had been wide enough for carriages, but as 
motor vehicles increased in size, problems were more likely. Had it 
not been for the problematic drinking trough (the Surveyor felt it 
could not be moved without the donor’s permission, there was no 
labour available anyway, and painting it white would be merely a 
palliative and no real safeguard) the wide central railings might 
easily have gone at this point. In the event, the committee resolved 
to ‘retain railings and ironwork at the main entrance for the 
present’, though the adjacent length of shorter railing, running from 
the right-hand pillar along the Prestbury Road pavement, and 
present in pre-war photographs, probably did disappear at this 
time.  
 
There were certainly traffic problems once peace returned, caused 
by the narrowness of the road gates and poor sightlines at a busy 
four-way junction. The Highways Committee considered several 
options, including complete removal of the Gates. Following 
council agreement in 1959, the paving in front of the centre section 
was extended southwards in 1961, obliging traffic to take a 
straighter line through the gates. This new arrangement meant that 
a related 1959 proposal, to relocate the drinking trough behind the 
gates, was not proceeded with. These works at the Gates 
coincided with a major council initiative, the Winchcombe Street 
Improvement Scheme, which had been debated since before the 
war but was only finally resolved upon in 1961. Besides the 
wholesale redevelopment of the southern retail end of the street, 
various highway and junction improvements were planned. As part 
of this, the council bought from the owner of 1 Pittville Lawn the 
small triangle of land, now grass, to the east of the Gates. The sum 
paid was £100. 
 

The great crash of ’65 
Any benefit from the re-alignment was short-lived, as incidents with 
large vehicles continued, culminating in July 1965 when a furniture 
lorry got stuck going through the Gates. It started to reverse, but 
the manoeuvre went badly wrong: the offside of the lorry 
demolished the third pillar, cracking the central railing and bringing 
the arch down on two parked cars. 
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Summer 1966: 
Blacksmith 
Ewart Iddles, 
proprietor of 
Cotsvale 
Welding, and 
his 17-year-old 
apprentice 
Peter Carpenter 
take stock of 
the damaged 
arch after the 
surviving pieces 
are delivered by 
the council to 
the firm’s 
Tewkesbury 
Road works.  
 
In the middle 
picture, a 
broken-off 
section of the 
central cast iron 
screen rests 
against the wall.
 
As well as 
accident 
damage, 
corrosion is 
visible in 
several places. 
 
 
Photos courtesy 
of Peter 
Carpenter 
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Making good again 
The damaged overthrow required extensive restoration, skilfully 
undertaken by Cotsvale Welding and Smithing Works of 
Tewkesbury Road in July–August 1966. Cotsvale was given the 
commission by the council’s Parks and Recreation Grounds 
Committee, via Rural Industries, a government organisation set up 
to help keep old crafts alive.  
 
The restoration was limited to the repair and reinstatement of the 
structure as it was immediately before the crash. This meant for 
instance that the ball and pigeon, lost at some point in the 
preceding years, were not replaced; nor was the unidentified 
fixture once on the bracket behind the borough shield – perhaps a 
duplicate shield facing north. The onion globe of the arc lamp, and 
any related electrical fittings, had also disappeared well before 
1965. 
 
 

Through traffic is banned 
In 1967 there was a proposal to limit access to cars and small 
vehicles. After committee consideration, this developed into a more 
substantial plan, costed at £1,250, to ban traffic through the gates 
altogether. This was finally agreed in May 1968 after the defeat of 
a last-minute amendment, which would have left one carriageway 
open as an in-only entrance to Pittville Lawn.  
 
After securing the necessary orders under the Road Traffic Act 
1967, the council executed this plan in 1968–9. Concrete bollards 
were inserted across the carriageways, the adjoining pavement 
from Clarence Road round to Prestbury Road was built out to the 
line seen today, and a new vehicle turning space was formed on 
the north side of the gates. Possibly at the same time, new six-
sided light fittings were placed on the outer four pillars, retaining 
the original fluted iron stem, as seen on page 7. 
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This plan, drawn by the Borough Engineer’s office in about 1968, 
shows the alterations required to stop through traffic at the Gates. 
Today’s bollards are marked, and the heavy broken line shows the 
new vehicle turning space on the north side of the gates. The U-
shape is the 1959 attempt to guide larger vehicles through the 
narrow openings at the best angle.   Source: Gloucestershire Archives 
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Recognition…  
The Pittville Gates were among many sites in Cheltenham given 
Grade II Listed status on 5 May 1972. The official description runs 
as follows: ‘Six ashlar piers with plinths and moulded caps approx 
2m high; the 4 outer ones are topped with lamps. Central iron 
gates ha[ve] 3 levels of rails with fleurs-de-lys motif to middle bars 
and upper bars with spearheads; overthrow with coat-of-arms and 
the name Pittville Park and ornately scrolled cresting. The outer 
gates are missing.’ An inspection of the gates shows several 
inaccuracies in this statement: the pillars or piers are actually 3.2m 
high (as noted above), the central ironwork is a screen not gates, 
and the repeated floral spike is hardly a classical fleur-de-lys form.  
 

… and now restoration?  
Listing may be a feather in the cap, but it offers no protection from 
the elements. The last repainting was over a decade ago, and the 
worsening condition of the gates has been a matter of increasing 
concern. They formed one aspect of a 2008 ‘Parks for People’ bid 
for Heritage Lottery Funding for the restoration of Pittville Park. 
Though the larger bid was unsuccessful, a local group, Friends of 
Pittville, is now working with Cheltenham Borough Council towards 
the more limited objective of stabilising and restoring the gates, so 
that they deserve once more the title of ‘Grand Entrance’. 
 

The restoration wish-list 
The Gates Restoration Project has four broad aims: 

 Restore the stonework and ironwork to recreate their 
appearance at the end of the 19th century  

 Enhance the neglected environs of the gates 
 Raise local and visitor awareness of this part of 

Cheltenham’s history 
 Engage the local community in the project   

 
Specific capital works include: 

 Replace the decayed stone pillars 
 Restore the remaining cast and wrought ironwork  
 Replace the missing gates and railings 
 Restore the lights to their original designs 
 Pave and plant the area around the gates, add some street 

furniture   
See over for some examples of what needs fixing
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As Pittville Gates are today… 

 
  

  
 
 
      

          
Photos this page: Judy Langhorn 

Examples of decaying 
stonework – a problem 
affecting all six pillars. 

The cast iron is cracked, damaged or missing in many 
places; the paintwork is poor and badly matched. 
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And as they could be once again… 
    

 
Drawing: Judie Hodsdon 

 
    … a Grand Entrance! 

To join Friends of Pittville, or find out more, 
visit www.friendsofpittville.org 

The wrought iron arch is in better shape, though it
needs repainting. The main issue here is the missing
elements: a Cheltenham pigeon should sit above the
borough shield, on a sphere, and a decorative lamp
should hang below – and could there have been a
matching shield, fixed to those rear brackets? 



 
 

This account of Cheltenham’s 
Pittville Gates has been 
written to support the 
restoration campaign run by 
the Friends of Pittville.  
 
Combining old and new 
images with a specially 
researched text, it sets out 
the story of the gates from 
their origin in 1833 to the 
present day. 
 
All profits from sales will go to 
the campaign fund. 
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