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A Normal Christmas?

I

N THE WORDS of a seasonal jingle “so, here it is, Merry Christmas, ev’rybody’s

having fun...look to the future, it’s only just begun…” After the year we’ve had,
there is a sense in which Christmas cannot come soon enough; decorations
are being put up even earlier than usual, shops are full of seasonal chintz, and
the Government want us to have as close to normal a Christmas as we can in
the circumstances. Christmas for many is the light at the end of the tunnel of
the second Lockdown.
This Christmas we have much to reflect upon; not least the sobering reality of how
many people have died, and the disruption, bereavement, loneliness and isolation
which have characterised most of 2020, and we shall undoubtedly have a renewed
appreciation of everything traditionally associated with the season of good will; family,
food, friendship and warmth. There is a determination, indeed a desperation this year
that Christmas is ‘normal’, and yet the further we reflect, the more we realise sadly
that loneliness, isolation, poverty and sickness is, and always has been, ‘normal’ for far
too many people, at this or any other time of year. If the pandemic has taught us
anything at all, it has taught us the need to be together, to care for, and to love one
another - and so it shines a bright searchlight of judgement on our past failures to do
so, as a nation and as individuals.
We long for Christmas, we long for the familiar; we seek reassurance and comfort in
family, friends, and in social rituals. We want it to be normal, and nice for the
children, we want a break from the bleak grey misery of disease and social distance.
But there is, I submit, more to it than this. At the root of our longing for a ‘normal’
Christmas this year there is a deeper and more universal longing – simply to know love.
Many adults like to pretend that Christmas is just for children, and they go to great and
extraordinary lengths to make it special for them. The truth of the matter is that
Christmas is for all of us, and in fact the older and more jaded we are, the more we need
to hear the true message of Christmas, the Angel-song above the seasonal noise.
The Christmas story proclaims the birth of a love stronger than death, not as an idea,
but as a human child. Born in poverty, raised in obscurity, recognised for what he was
only by other outsiders, and after a brief flourishing executed in his prime by the
State. In this birth, in this life, in this death, and what happened afterwards, is to be found
the true meaning of Christmas, and indeed of life itself. “Look to the future, its only just
begun”... The truth of Christmas and the truth of Easter are one and the same. Love
conquers, love wins. Love is at the heart of reality. The light of Jesus the Christ shines
from the manger, from the Cross, and from the Empty Tomb. This transcendent light
shines in the deepest darkness of our world, and the darkness cannot overcome it.
So however normal, or abnormal your Christmas is this year, please know that you
are not alone, know that you are loved; after all, the first Christmas was hardly
‘normal’ for Mary and Joseph, and baby Jesus!
Fr Robert Wright
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Père Noël - Haute Pyrenees
Christmas in Cauterets in the High Pyrenees is always a magic time, especially for the
children.
Some years Père Noël arrives by descending from a big cable car hanging right over the
centre of the town! Street bands are playing and Père Noël this year is always a climbing
instructor, as he needs to show off his skills by lowering himself down using a “grimper” on
a long climbing rope. There is much play of him nearly falling off the rope and dangling at
somewhat uncomfortable angles! But eventually, he arrives safely and throws sweets to the
waiting crowd of children.
Some years he pops out of
a skylight on the Town
Hall roof and then abseils
down by the side of the
office windows, where he
pops his head in on each
floor and boots and rear
are left dangling over the
edge - much to the
children’s amusement!
But I think that the best or
most
impressive
performance that we have
ever seen was two years
ago when Père Noël
doubled up with a good
‘parapentiste’. They skied down a short, steep ski run from the very top of the mountain
and then enjoyed a good flight circling around the town, eventually parapenting into the
town centre and landing
on concrete! (There was
snow on the mountains
but not in the town that
year). After landing and
removing their skis Père
Noël threw bonbons to
the children and many
photos were taken.
What a happy start for
both grown-ups and
children on Christmas
Eve!
Angie Brassey
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A place in my memory
I was brought up in a beautiful Cotswold village ...Willersey near Broadway. I had a
privileged happy, carefree and loving childhood but then, back in the 50s, money was not
overflowing! It must be difficult for today’s generation to imagine!!
I vividly remember one Christmas ... probably 1956 ... when I opened my stocking on
Christmas morning ... I found to my surprise and pleasure that Mum (who was so talented
with her sewing, needlework, crochet etc). had made outfits for all my various dolls and
teddies ... and all this was performed after I was in bed!!
Many, many happy Christmasses have followed but that one has a place in my memory.
Marilyn Powell

ADS G2
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The Perils of Percy
The following is a continuation of Bernard’s article in our November issue. It is an extract from an
article which first appeared in PONY CLUB in the late 1980s.
Not wishing to miss the Carol Service and anxious not to leave an eleven week old puppy
on his own in the car on a dark wintry night, we brought Percy into church hidden in my
pocket. As the choir progressed up the aisle I suddenly remembered Percy’s breeder
saying: “Oh, by the way, he sings.” It was too late to do anything but “sit and suffer” (a
racing term for a jockey’s predicament when he is boxed in on the rails during a race).
Fortunately, he kept very quiet and very still and I was able to take a proper interest in the
proceedings.
It was not until half way through the service, during the Sunday School’s rendering of
“Away in a Manger”, that a child nearby noticed, for the first time, Percy’s face peeping out
of my pocket and the excited word spread quickly up and down the pews ten times faster
than the offertory plate.
It was then that I realised that Percy was sitting on my collection so I had to fumble about
in other pockets for my donation to the Church of England Children’s Society. The vicar at
the church porch afterwards appeared a little put out to find the puppy receiving far more
attention than himself!
Like Long John Silver’s parrot, Percy likes to sit on my shoulder, especially while I am
telephoning or typing. I don’t mind this at all especially in the winter because he’s like a
thermostatically heated scarf. Once, however, he fell asleep and slipped off.

“Please would you give this biscuit to the puppy in the row behind?”
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Three Candles (not four!)
Jackie (my late wife) and I married in the summer of 1968. Having spent several
Christmases rushing between parents, living just 5 miles apart, in Oxford, we decided to
assert our independence by spending Christmas in Cornwall. We retired to our favourite
place - Holywell Bay near Newquay. We normally came here in the spring and autumn to
catch some surfing without the crowds. As usual, we
stayed at Gull’s Nest, a small chalet (shack) built from the
timbers of the WW1 airship hangers of Royal Naval Air
Service, Culdrose, and situated well out in the sand dunes
edging the bay. We arrived a few days before Christmas
and established ourselves as usual. Everywhere, including
the shop, appeared shut. We had not seen anyone and there were no parked vehicles
about. The place seemed deserted, but that night, as darkness fell, faint candlelight could be
seen in the upstairs room of the shop, and then one appeared in the window of a bungalow
situated on a ridge above us. Just two candles burning in the night. As we always carried some
candles with us, against the inevitable electricity cuts, we too lit a candle and placed it in our
front window.
Determined to attend midnight mass, on Christmas Eve, we set out at 10.30pm to walk
over The Kelsey Head; cross Porth Joke beach; cross West Pentire Head to reach the
village of Crantock. Fortunately, it was a moonlight night so finding our way across the
gorse and scrub of the headlands was not too difficult. Crantock village, in those days, was
basically a strip of cottages sheltering behind the high sand dunes that ran along the tidal
estuary of The River Gannel, which separates Crantock from Newquay. We joined the
village lane about halfway through the village. There were no street lights there in 1968,
but the Old Albion Inn had all its lights
burning and there, dimly seen, beyond the
inn, was the tower of St Carantoc’s
Church. As we approached the inn, the
church (hurry) bell started to ring. We
then witnessed a scene, that was like
something out of a Giles cartoon, as
punters poured out of the pub, pulling on
coats, and made their way, some rather
erratically, towards the church! We
could do nothing but stop and gently
enjoy the amusing scene!
The service itself was interesting as many of the hymns were familiar but sung to different
tunes, for example ‘Whilst Shepherds Watched’ sung to Ilkley Moor. Not only were the
tunes different but the congregation all seemed to, instinctively, have different parts, which
they sang with great gusto, each trying to outdo, in volume, a different section of the
congregation. We joined in where we thought best!!!!
As the priest mounted the pulpit to deliver the sermon, two gentlemen in long trench coats
rose and made their way, with a somewhat rolling gait (perhaps they were sailors), towards
the exit. Each gentleman had a bottle sticking out of both side pockets of his coat. On
their rather noisy return, it was noticed that they each now had only one pocket full! After
~8~
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communion, they departed again, although this time, getting the heavy church door open
nearly defeated their combined effort. Lo and behold on their return their pockets were
totally empty and their course up the aisle even more erratic! We certainly found this a
lively and joyful start to Christmas Day.
After the service finished we returned over
Kelsey Head to Holywell Bay. On reaching
snuggle down in a warm bed for a few hours.
to don damp cold wet suits and head for the
surf. Ahh to be 23 years old again!!!!

West Pentire Head; Porth Joke beach and
our chalet we enjoyed the opportunity to
It was only a few hours though, before rising
untrodden beach for a head-clearing - dawn

Just before leaving the bay; having seen no-one in the bay during our week-long stay, we
met the postmaster, who lived in the bungalow above our chalet and he was very keen to
tell us that he, his wife and Miss Penna, who owned the store, had been thrilled, because,
for the first time they could remember, there was a light - at Christmas - in the dunes - and
how much this meant to them in their normally lonely winter existence.
John Moles

They rest in St Mary’s Churchyard
Hamlet Obins was buried on the east side of the church on the 17th August 1848 by the
Rev John Edwards. The Obins family are from Ireland and Hamlet, who was born in 1776,
like so many from that island joined the British Army. He is listed as an Ensign in the 21st
Foot in 1804. After many years of military service he was promoted to Lieutenant Colonel
in 1830.
He was one of Wellington’s men and he was part of the combined forces that served
throughout the Peninsular War from 1812-1814 in Spain, Portugal and into France. Hamlet
was wounded at the battle of Toulouse in 1814. He received the Military Service Medal
with several bars for his service in various battles of the Peninsular campaign.
Possibly recovering from his injuries, he was not present at Waterloo in 1815, but in that
year he married Ann Keogh in Dublin.
Later, accompanied by his wife, he was posted to become part of the British army who
were guarding the exiled Napoleon Bonaparte on the island of St Helena. Napoleon died at
Longwood, St Helena, on the 5th May 1821, six years after Waterloo. Captain Hamlet
Obins is recorded as one of the twelve officers of the Grenadier Company carrying the
coffin for burial at Geranium Valley on the island. Napoleon’s body was eventually returned
to France in 1840.
Hamlet and Ann retired to Cheltenham and lived at 22 Evesham Road, Pittville.
Lt Col Hamlet Obins died 6th August 1848 aged 72 and was buried in St Mary’s churchyard.
Ann died at the age of 59 on 30th January 1851 and was buried with her husband. The
legend on the grave reads,
“Them also which sleep in Jesus will God bring with him”
Tony Noel, Prestbury Local History Society
~9~
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CHRISTMAS NOW

Nativity scene from Notre Dame Cathedral

‘Aren’t we forgetting the true meaning of Christmas – the birth of Santa?’
Bart Simpson
‘Madonna and Child or Wallace and Gromit?’ That’s what we were asked when we
requested some Christmas stamps at the Post Office a few years ago. And now it’s that
jolly/ merry/ festive/ frosty/ holly berry time of year again. Advent and the advent calendars.
But who knows what kind of constrained Christmas Coronavirus will now bring us, with all
the regulations and COVID distancing in place?
Can you, without resorting to Google, name all eight or is it nine of the reindeer pulling
Santa’s sleigh? There is so much myth, legend and popular culture around at this time that
it’s often difficult to disentangle secular from religious, and myth and kitsch from
superstition. But when people try to refocus on the Christian festival of Christmas itself,
they can come a cropper. Take the unfortunate vicar, for instance, who in 2013 took it
upon himself to explain to an assembly full of Chippenham primary school children that
Father Christmas was not real and where the Santa story really came from.
Although it is the traditional season of peace and goodwill, the Christmas effort to produce
social and family harmony can prove too much for some people, closely incarcerated as
they often are with their blood relatives and TV Christmas specials, while richly overeating
and alcoholically over-indulging in overheated homes. Others feel their loneliness or
poverty cruelly intensified by the Christmas jollities elsewhere. Despite all the seasonal
invitations to act charitably, it’s hardly a time of healthy moderation, fresh air and exercise.
Even the pine tree is brought indoors. As Victoria Wood said: ‘It will be a traditional
Christmas, with presents, crackers, door slamming and people bursting into tears, but
without the dead thing in the middle. We’re vegetarians.’
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The profusion of presents and consequent commercialisation of Christmas is, of course, a
reminder of the nativity story in Matthew’s gospel where the wise men brought their
significant gifts for the new-born Christ child: gold, frankincense and myrrh. The whole
story of the epiphany is given freshly personal resonance in ‘The Journey of the Magi’ by
T.S.Eliot: ‘A cold coming we had of it...’

The Adoration of the Magi (with St Anthony Abbot) 1380 - 1410

Similarly, in his poem called ‘Christmas’, the traditionalist John Betjeman asks the crucial
question:
And is it true? And is it true,
This most tremendous tale of all,
Seen in a stained-glass window’s hue,
A Baby in an ox’s stall?
The Maker of the stars and sea
Become a Child on earth for me.
In those apparently simple words about the nativity, John Betjeman alludes, among other
things, to the doctrines of the incarnation, redemption and the creation by an omnipotent
god. Typically questing and questioning, he then links the mundane to the spiritual in the
two Christmas verses which follow. The same short repeated question leads to a complex
answer of one long sentence extending skilfully over the two concluding stanzas:

~ 12 ~
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And is it true? For if it is,
No loving fingers tying strings
Around those tissued fripperies,
The sweet and silly Christmas things,
Bath salts and inexpensive scent
And hideous tie so kindly meant,
No love that in a family dwells,
No carolling in frosty air,
Nor all the steeple-shaking bells
Can with this single Truth compare –
That God was Man in Palestine
And lives today in Bread and Wine.
In this poem about love, truth, time and divinity, the speaker’s belief in the incarnation and
the sacraments of Christ-Mass depends on that agnostic ‘if’ clause: ‘if it is’.
With Jingle Bells musak in shopping malls, illuminated plastic reindeer in fake snow and
plucked turkey carcases for sale in butchers’ shops, our over-commercialised Christmas has
indeed developed a long way from the gospel stories of the nativity and the old masters’
versions of these events in paintings.
Madonna and Child or Wallace and Gromit? Take your pick.
Duncan Forbes
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Mowing the Grass at St Nics
Seen here are Brian Frodsham and Nigel
Woodcock, the first people to mow the grass
at St Nicolas with our new mower. It took
about an hour to cover the entire field.
We are grateful to a parishioner who wrote a
generous cheque to cover the cost of
purchasing the mower. The aim is to cut our
costs by mowing the grass ourselves.

Picture by Brian Wood

Mary Edington at 100
Mary Edington, who has worshipped at St Mary’s since 1984, celebrated her 100th birthday
on November 10th. Lockdown changed her special plans, but relatives, friends, neighbours,
and even the Queen, helped to make it a day to remember.
Mary, born in Battersea, was involved in social
welfare throughout her life. During WW2 she
worked with YWCA, assisting youth groups and
service families.
She and her husband moved to Cheltenham in
1953. Mary started working with people of all
ages with learning difficulties. After several years,
it was realised that many of the young people
would benefit from an education, and Bettridge
School was founded. Mary was deputy head for
over 10 years.
After retirement, Mary became involved in many
local committees and charities, including
Prestbury Memorial Trust where she was a team
leader. In spite of difficulties with hearing and
sight, Mary continues to take a keen interest in
parish and community.
Congratulations to Mary on behalf of us all.
Wendy Price
~ 15 ~
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LOOK...and SEE! Part 2, Memorial Glass
During the past few years I have come across some
memorials within Prestbury Church which are new to
me. Often I have looked at the detail of the stonework of
the tall Perpendicular east window, now in what was
once the North Chapel which became the organ-chapel,
and through it have admired the outline of the chestnut
tree or a blue sky dotted with white clouds scudding
across it under the force of a south wind. Recently I
became aware of the text, found in a pane in its bottom
right-hand corner, recording Henry Wilmot Hill, vicar of Prestbury 1944-1953. This sets an
interesting test in obtaining its photograph, especially in focussing on the text or the
hexagonal protective netting. Below this memorial, outside, is the small wooden cross
marking the burial plot of the Rev Hill, who died in 1962, aged 79.
There are two more small glass panels with a memorial etching on them. The first is just
around the corner, in the window in the north wall of the sanctuary. Again the memorial
pane is located at the bottom right-hand corner of the window, and informs the reader that
the present clear glass replaced that inserted in 1897 to the memory of Eleanor Thorpe,
perhaps the chancel needed more light. A similar small pane is located in the same position
in the two-light window in the Good Shepherd Chapel, to a Disney Thorpe who also died
in 1897; who knows if they were related and what was their connection with Prestbury?
There are further references to people whose original window has been replaced, and the
central window of the North Aisle provides one example. Beneath the right-hand figure of
Jude, holding his boat, are two crossed fish, and below it the inscription reads, This window
replaces one in memory of Edward Bickersteth Warne September 29th 1876. In the parish burial
records Edward B Warn (without an e) was buried on 4 October 1866, aged just 41 years.
Continuing, in the South Aisle is a window displaying the apostles Peter and Andrew, and at
the bottom are three crossed fish with the inscription, Given by her friends in memory of
Barbara Hutton Wilson May 22nd 1964. The adjacent window contains this inscription, Given
by his wife in loving memory of Rear Admiral James Figgins CBE Mil 30th September 1962. In the
churchyard memorial crosses mark the burial location of both Barbara Wilson and the
rear-admiral. Given the
late date of these two
memorials, along with
their wording, suggests
that they replaced the
original
window-glass,
which probably had no
dedication. Both of these
south aisle windows are
the work of Lawrence
Lee, 1909-2011.
~ 16 ~
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The East Window of the Chancel, with its five lancets built
in the Early
English
style,
was
inserted
during the great
rebuilding
of
John Edwards II.
Around 1868 it
was filled with
glass in memory
of his wife’s
mother, Helen, Lady Bruce of Downhill, Ireland; this is all
recorded on a small brass plate fixed at the north-east
corner of the sanctuary. There is no record of its design
unless it lies untapped in the Churchwardens’ report lying
in the local archives. However the glass, of whatever design, was replaced in 1933 by the
present scene of The Adoration of the Shepherds, created by Henry Payne, 1868-1940. who
worked at the Birmingham School of Art; the cost was met by the relatives of William
Woollcombe-Boyce; the information inscribed on the memorial plaque in the chancel. This
memorial has a coloured image of the Arms, a pleasant but rare occurrence, and this
window captures the light in a wonderful way, presenting a moving scene of joy. Do take a
close look at the boots and clothes worn; nearby Elkstone has a brilliant Mary, also by
Payne, framed by a small Norman window enclosed in a magical
sunlit chancel.
In the coffee area is a striking window of The Annunciation, its
creator is not known but probably came from the Birmingham
School of Art. The traditional date given for this event,
obviously nine months before Christmas, was 25 March. From
1155-1752 this was also New Years Day, when the Gregorian
calendar was adopted in these islands.
At the end of the
North Aisle is a
window created by
Charles Kempe, 1837-1907. It shows the figures of
Augustine and the Pope. In 797 Pope Gregory sent
Augustine to Britannia to convert the Jutes. The
Pope is shown holding a double cross, the
Patriarchal cross or cross of Lorraine, and a dove is
whispering guidance in his ear. Before this event
there were many pockets of Christianity already
here, either remnants of the rule of Rome or Celtic
converts based in the west of these islands.
Edward Wyatt
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LOOK...and SEE! Part 3, Wooden Memorials in Prestbury Church
In this final article I shall be drawing attention to some of the memorials inside the church
which remain hidden in plain view of people. Let us start inside the porch, where there is a
stone seat of unknown age, but in bygone ages it was common for stone seats to be located
in the porch. On it is this inscription;
A.M.D.G.
These seats were restored Eastertide 1899 by Catherine Florence in
loving memory of her parents Frederick and Jane Shelton R.I.P.
A.M.D.G. occurs a few times on some of the memorials in the church, it is a Latin
abbreviation, Ad Maiorem Dei Gloriam, and translates as For the Greater Glory of God.
Frederick Shelton was born in Brighton in 1824, and
Jane, nee Timbrill, was born in 1831, the daughter of
the Venerable John Timbrill, 1773-1864, Archdeacon
of Gloucester 1825-1864. In 1852 the couple were
married at Leamington Priors, Warks. Census returns
and the inscription on the memorial to Jane Shelton,
buried 13 February 1894, refer to Frederick as a
retired captain, living in Tatchley House 1871-1891.
Moving inside the church one can find several
memorials in wood which are distributed throughout its interior.
Below the south window in the chancel is a single seat, backed by a
series of wooden fluted panels with a Latin text praising the Reverend
Henry Urling Smith, a much loved and respected priest of Prestbury
for nearly thirty years, 1891-1919. The Rood Screen was
commissioned as a memorial to the Reverend Smith, but never
finished because the money ran out. However, at its southern end is a
panel with this inscription: To the glory of God ∕ and in Memory of ∕
Henry Urling Smith ∕ Priest M.A. XXVII years ∕ Vicar of this Parish ∕ The
Rood is erected ∕ Easter mcmxix ∕ Requiescat
in Pace
Christopher Capel was the last surviving member of that family
who had owned land in Prestbury since 1604. In 1924 John
Coates Carter, a churchwarden, designed the oak pulpit which
Christopher Capel gave to the church as a memorial to his
parents. This wooden pulpit replaced an over-large marble
creation which had stood on the south side of the nave.
The inscription panel on it reads;
THIS PULPIT IS GIVEN ∕ BY CHRISTOPHER ∕ CAPEL AS A THANK ∕ OFFERING AND IN ∕
REMEMBRANCE OF HIS ∕ PARENTS CHRISTOPHER ∕ AND ELIZABETH CAPEL ∕ 1924
~ 18 ~
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Another hidden inscription is to be found above the doors which lead from the nave into
the tower base. It reads: A.M.D.G. AND IN MEMORY OF CONSTANCE MAUD
WINNINGTON-INGRAM GOD’S SERVANT. 1880 - 1972
At the western end of the nave is a wooden carving of Saint Barbara, placed
there in memory of Margaret Barbara Griffin, who died on 17 December
1907, aged 88. Many legends are linked to the saint, who was described as a
beautiful maiden imprisoned in a tower so none could gaze on her. Becoming
a Christian she had three windows inserted in the tower, for the Trinity, and
managed to escape, only to be killed by her father, who was then struck dead
by a lightning bolt. Barbara became the patron saint of artillerymen and
miners, and, as shown here, usually has a tower and holds a chalice, the
symbol of the Sacrament, and a palm frond, associated with martyrdom, a
reference to the entrance of Jesus into Jerusalem.
On the south wall of the nave is a statue of Our
Lady of Walsingham, copied from the Medieval one
at Walsingham, and dedicated in 1991 as a
memorial to William Waker, a priest at the
Norfolk town, who, with his wife, settled in Prestbury. On the
west side of the throne a small plaque mentions this dedication.
Note a Saxon crown is worn, a reminder that this Lady dates
from before Hastings; she holds a three-fold lily sceptre, a sign of
virginity and sovereignty, and sits in the seat of wisdom, cradling
the Christ Child who holds the gospels and has his right hand
extended as a double gesture of blessing and protection for his
mother. On each side of the throne are symbolic pillars of the
church, on which are seven gold rings for the sacraments and
beneath its curved top are two curves, representing the rainbow,
the sign of the covenant between God and Humanity and the Animals.
There are many more intriguing and fascinating aspects available to those who look and see,
but space limits greater detail. However, I must point out the painting of The Last Supper,
believed to have come from Bavaria, which now hangs in the North Chapel. It is a challenge
to name the twelve apostles, are you up to it? Then there are several unusual names on the
memorials, such as the French names in Eulalie Emily Agg Gardner, the wife of James Agg
Gardner and Urling, already mention; also Sherlock Willis, located in the south aisle. Do have
pleasure in having another look at monuments inside a church, not just those at Prestbury;
Look and See!
Edward Wyatt
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Christmas in Prestbury in the Early Fifties
The Sunday before Christmas was devoted to holly-gathering with Pam, which meant us
being absent from Evensong bellringing and singing in the choir. In those far-off days there
always seemed to be a covering of snow on the ground and I had constructed a robust
sledge for both winter sport and to gather firewood and Christmas holly. It had runners
made out of flattened Heinz baked beans tins, each one slightly overlapping the other. This
idea was inspired by the helter-skelters in the Bishops Cleeve pleasure gardens frequented
before and after the war years.
Our route took us from Prestbury and up the very steep Mill Lane onto the top of Cleeve
Hill, which was the way Frenchie Nicholson and John Roberts took their horses to the
gallops on the old Cheltenham racecourse. The holly which grew in abundance was
gathered on the edge of West Down, close to the entrance to the common used by Gerry
Wilson who trained horses at Andoversford. Ours was a four-mile round trip with half of
the journey either climbing uphill or downhill, and the two mile ‘there and back’ trip along
the flat of the top of the hill, which was much easier. Easier, that is to say, if there was no
gale or blizzard blowing, for we went in all weathers.
The journey home with the sledge laden with holly is unforgettable and not a little
romantic. It was only when we turned and headed back towards Prestbury that we opened
the bottle of cherry brandy which always accompanied us on these occasions. By now
darkness would have fallen and the lights in the village below, and Cheltenham beyond,
switched on. With frost setting in, the twinkling lights in the distance, the occasional barking
of a fox and the sound of the church bells rising through the cold night air, it was quite
beautiful. If there happened to be a full moon, then it was magical.
On Christmas Eve the handbells were rung around Prestbury village. At some of the larger
houses we were invited inside and plied with mince-pies and ginger wine, finishing up at The
Plough, The Royal Oak, The Beehive and The Kings Arms. At eleven the ringers assembled
in the tower to ring the ‘big’ bells for midnight mass and afterwards those who needed to
would scamper down into the churchyard, race between the gravestones and dive into the
vestry in time to don cassock and surplice and take our places in the choirstalls.
Before the Christmas season was over came the Choir Supper, which included the band of
ringers. This merry affair was held in the Church Hall, which had originally been The Kings
Arms skittle alley (pictured opposite). After the supper all were entertained by a concert party
made up of villagers who sang, recited and acted on a tiny stage at the end of the hall
(alley). The stage curtain was operated manually, frequently becoming unhooked and
sometimes exposing a half-dressed performer in mid-costume. All of which greatly added to
the fun of a very funny evening. One extremely cold night Vicar Hill arrived wrapped in the
eiderdown from his bed with a dew-drop swinging from his thin red nose. Prestbury was a
village full of wonderful characters.
The above is an extract from Bernard Parkin’s autobiography “In the shadow of Cleeve Hill” to be
available in the New Year. The book contains over 120,000 words and 250 photo and drawings,
and the foreword is written by The Princess Royal. Copies can be obtained by telephoning Bernard
on 01242 672784.
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An early photograph of The Kings Arms showing its skittle alley which became
Church House and used for choir suppers, meetings and all things church related.
It is now the car park.

Picture supplied by Bernard Parkin

TALKS WITH TOM
I would like to invite you to ‘Talks with Tom’. This will
be a safe space for guided conversations about some
of the challenging subjects facing the church at this
time. Throughout my faith journey, I have been
attracted to the questions that seemed to go
unaddressed in church. I am passionate about helping
other people to learn and navigate these more tricky
areas of discipleship and faith. If you would like to join me as we work through these
subjects together I would love to see you.
‘Talks With Tom’ will be monthly on Zoom on the first Sunday evening of each month. We
will be starting on December 6th 19:45 - 21:00. See weekly notice sheet for details.
December 6th: Is the church of England Racist?
January 3rd:
Is veganism the answer to climate issues?
February 7th:
Can the LGBTQIA+ community find a home in the church?
March 7th:
Do you have to be rich to be ethical?
Revd Tom Cook
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Searching for that elusive Christmas presence…
I started writing this item a year ago, in November 2019, when our thoughts were very much
focused on meeting the expectations of a standard Christmas, which looked something like this…
Christmas past
We’ve recently been discussing how to manage the coming Christmas holiday.
The family will descend but it’s not yet clear how many will come. The issues
that concern us are not those of accommodating everyone or how to feed them,
but how to deal with Christmas presents. What to give, along with issues linked
to where and how to buy (how do we ensure an item has been ‘ethically
produced’, do we go on-line and use Amazon, or to the high street)?
So, we started to re-consider the whole point of Christmas giving. We
celebrate the birth of Christ, God’s gift to the world, not given lightly, but in
general rather poorly received. A gift, nevertheless, and a gift is something given
with no expectation of return. We started to question our motives. Do we
give presents at Christmas as a symbol of that greater gift? Is it because of a
tradition started by the Victorians and now so commercialised there is a feeling
it is all about meeting expectations? Is it simply because giving to someone gives
us pleasure? Or, do we do it to appease our own need to give some token of
our affection, to make ourselves feel as if we are doing the ‘right thing’? Or is it
a mix of all the above?
But this year it’s all different…
Christmas present
Christmas this year is all about uncertainty. We are laying in supplies, wondering if anyone
will be able to travel, and preparing for every eventuality. We make lists of what is needed
with one ear tuned to the signals coming out of Downing Street regarding the rules after
lockdown, and wonder who might be able to visit. We are back into the moral maze of
deciding how and where to shop. Do we support local independent stores, or the larger
chains (more choice, often cheaper), where our purchases were possibly manufactured
using child labour? Or, do we buy even cheaper, on-line through Amazon – which has
multiple negative impacts – such as supporting the gig economy and low paid workers,
while at the same time contributing to the decline of the high street shops? The simple act
of buying a Christmas present has got a lot more complicated.
This year the situation is unusual, and our Government is fighting with itself to try to work
out what can and cannot be allowed. It is transparently clear that they do not want to be
known as “the Party that banned Christmas”, and so it seems they are prepared to throw
caution to the wind and allow large amounts of social interaction despite the risks of a
surge in Covid-19 cases, increased pressure on the NHS (when we have been repeatedly
told for the last eight months we must “Save the NHS”), and a potential increase in the
death rate. In this battle it seems lives can be sacrificed, as long as the majority can have ‘a
nice Christmas’, and then we all must suffer the post-party consequences of another
lockdown and tighter controls.
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Mid-winter sun setting over Cleeve Hill
What does it all mean…
An endless Christmas struggle
It seems to us like this is something out of the ordinary, that the current ‘battle for
Christmas’ is something new. But it isn’t. Some of the issues raised above have been
around for a long time, the meaning of Christmas has long been discussed, and the nature
of celebration itself fought over almost since it started. The celebration of Christmas has
never been constant and has changed over time, in the UK and elsewhere. It is generally
accepted that Christmas was imposed on top of more ancient celebrations around the
winter solstice, celebrated by the Romans on December 25th. Onto this they placed the
first Christmas sometime in the 4th century AD. We know little of how the event was
celebrated over most of the 1st millennium but it became more important after the
Emperor Charlemagne’s coronation on Christmas Day in 800 and William the Conqueror
was crowned King of England on Christmas Day 1066. By the 14th century it appears to
have become a major holiday with feasting and the singing of carols. It was also associated
with drunkenness, gambling and bad behaviour, as well as formalised gift giving and
decorating houses with evergreens. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christmas
That set the scene for Christmas being banned in England for 13 years (1647-70) by the
Puritans following the Civil War and, ‘Parliament decreed that December 25 should be a
day of “fasting and humiliation” for Englishmen to account for their sins’. Although
Christmas continued to be celebrated it was not until the 19th century that the emphasis
changed to focus on “family, religion, gift-giving, and social reconciliation” brought about
partly by the writings of Charles Dickens and German traditions introduced into the
monarchy by Prince Albert and Victoria.
The Puritans continued to oppose Christmas and these ideas travelled across to America
with the early settlers. As a result, Christmas was banned in Boston during the period
1659 – 81. Christmas was also looked upon unfavourably during and after the war of
Independence at the end of the 18th century due to it being considered an ‘English custom’.
This is interesting since areas that had German settlers (e.g. Pennsylvania) continued to
celebrate Christmas and introduced the tradition of having a Christmas tree into the USA.
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Since then Christmas has also been banned in a number of other countries for different
ideological reasons, including France (during the Revolution 1789-99, re-naming December
25th ‘Dog Day’), and Russia from 1917 to 1991.
More recent battles over Christmas have been played out in the media. One example is
argument over use of the word ‘Christmas’ to describe a period celebrated by many nonChristians. This is a continuation of a long-running battle going back hundreds of years
over the meaning of Christmas and how it should be celebrated - as a secular or a religious
event. A recent case was the use by Birmingham of the term “Winterval” in 1997 to cover
a whole series of activities over the December-January period. The subsequent media
attention accused the City Council of wanting to replace ‘Christmas’ with a term that
would be more amenable to non-Christians. The media coverage was driven by bias,
misinformation and journalists who failed to check the facts, but it does illustrate some of
the sensitivities that still circulate around this festival and the multiple meanings it continues
to hold for people.

December snow on Cleeve Hill above Prestbury
Still seeking the essence…
Christmas presence
A question for this Christmas, one that is full of uncertainty, is: ‘How do we maintain a focus
on Christmas as a celebration of a gift from God?’ A religious focus does not mean we cannot
also enjoy celebrating the mid-winter season with good food, some singing, and dancing
(except not this year). Maybe we should just be thankful and celebrate what we have; be
thankful that for a short while we were blessed with a divine presence that showed us how
we should live, and where the path lay. Perhaps it is time to re-orient ourselves for the
coming Christmas and think about how to reduce material gifts and about alternatives.
What are the most valuable things you can give someone? Not money, or material objects.
More difficult to give are one’s time, attention, empathy, commitment, and care. Hard to
give, but as receivers of gifts these are things we often value most. If we want to give a gift
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that has great value, we should be thinking more about what we can give those around us
that will make our community, and our world, a better place, with no expectation of
remuneration, or acknowledgement - it’s a difficult thing to do. Perhaps we can start by
sharing our personal gifts more widely. Everyone has something they can share with
others, even if it is just their company. We are, after all, social animals that crave personal
interaction, which is currently in short supply.
That does not have to stop us buying our loved ones and friends a gift at Christmas. We
still get joy from being able to give and receive presents. But what about those who have
no family, no home, or no money, for even small gifts? Our country has just cut back the
UK overseas aid budget by a third, which will have huge repercussions on some of the
poorest people in the world, yet we remain one of the world’s richest countries, despite
the pandemic. What can we do about that?
Perhaps we need to change the way we are living, to reduce our impact more widely, and
work towards a more equitable global economy. A gift from each of us to the other could
be achieved by taking some small steps to change patterns of behaviour and consumption.
Perhaps the best present we can give each other, our children, and our grandchildren, is a
world that has not been trashed. But none of us can do it alone, we all need to start
changing how we live in order to make this gift possible. It’s a generational gift, and a
communal gift that we can all afford, and we need to do it every day, not just once a year.
It might seem like an overwhelming task, but small changes, when multiplied by billions, can
have a big impact. Perhaps this Christmas is the right time to think about giving a new type
of present.
I wish you all a joyful and Happy Christmas!
John Powell

Advent Windows
Instead of chocolate you can see each day a new living Advent window come to life across
the parish at 5pm during December. Experience some community cheer! Here are the
days and where you can see the decorated windows:
1 271 Priors Road

9 1 Ivy Bank

17 7 Elm Close

2 9 Laurel Drive

10 35 Whitethorn Drive

18 33 South View Way

3 1 Bramble Rise

11 40 Brymore Close

19 34 Coronation Road

4 40 Linden Close

12 263 Priors Road

20 17 Court Road

5 226 Prestbury Road

13 26 Gallops Lane

21 60 Linden Avenue

6 21 Glebe Road

14 5 Fortina Close

22 43 South View Way

7 2 Honeysuckle Close

15 77 Linden Avenue

23 15 Broadway Close

8 25 Linden Avenue

16 253 Prestbury Road

24 23 Linden Avenue
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CHRISTINGLE 2020
For over 50 years Christingle Services have raised millions of pounds to support the work of
The Children’s Society with the most vulnerable children and young people in our country.
We have held a Christingle Service in St Mary’s Church, Prestbury for many years, and in
conjunction with The Children’s Society collecting boxes (organised by Ruth Rudge), have been
able to donate much needed funds to help support the work of this very worthwhile charity.
This year is obviously very different, and it will almost certainly not be possible to hold a
Christingle service in our church. The loss of revenue generated by Christingle services
held all over the country will impact heavily on the work of The Children’s Society.
We are hoping to organise something that families can do together in their own homes to
support The Children’s Society. The idea is for families to make their own Christingles at
home any time during the month of December and then to make a donation to
The Children’s Society.
There will be more information/instructions etc available in the December News Sheets for
anyone who would like to be a part of this fundraising for The Children’s Society.
Mary Turner

Christian Aid Christmas Appeal 2020
This year, because of Covid-19, the usual fund raising has been reduced by the lack of
House to House collecting during the first lockdown and now we will probably be unable
to go carol singing at the main supermarkets on the Saturdays before Christmas.
Christian Aid has launched this appeal nationally and we are being asked to donate in a
number of ways, electronically through Just Giving, by contactless or using cash and
envelopes with gift aid. Once the churches are open in December envelopes and
contactless payment will be found at St Mary and St Nicolas and there will be a secure point
for return of envelopes.
This Christmas your gifts, prayers and actions will build hope in some of the world’s
toughest places and help our sisters and brothers around the world still facing crisis.

www.christianaid.org.uk
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Diary
Most of our events have been suspended, postponed or cancelled because of the Covid-19
outbreak. TEA WITH TOM is every Wednesday at 11.00 am via Zoom. This is a light
hearted time to have a drink and a cake from the comfort of your home. Our church
buildings are open for public worship on Sundays and occasional stewarded private prayer
at set times (see northchelt.org.uk for times) and closed at all other times. Services are
being streamed on the internet by our clergy. You may find details of these on our website
and on the team’s YouTube page –
https://www.youtube.com/NorthCheltenhamTeamMinistry
Go to www.northchelt.org.uk for the latest news.

December 2020 Calendar
SUNDAY

January 2021 Calendar

6 St Nicolas

SUNDAY

13 3rd Sunday of
Advent

SUNDAY

20 4th Sunday of
Advent

Thursday

24 CHRISTMAS EVE

FRIDAY

25 CHRISTMAS DAY

SUNDAY

27 John, Apostle and
Evangelist

SUNDAY

3 EPIPHANY

SUNDAY

10 Baptism of Christ

SUNDAY

17 2nd Sunday of
Epiphany

SUNDAY

24 3rd Sunday of
Epiphany

SUNDAY

31 Presentation of
Christ in the Temple
(Candlemas)

From the Registers
Prestbury
Funerals
October

22 Sue Fairclough
28 Emma Langley
30 Harry Edler

Crematorium
Crematorium
Crematorium

24 Gavin Harrison
27 Stephen Murton
25 John Frederick Thomas Berry

St Mary
St Mary
St Mary

October

29 Joyce Stuckey

St Lawrence

October

29 Joyce Stuckey

St Lawrence

Burials of ashes
October

Swindon Village
Funerals
Burial
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Tidings of Comfort and Joy

A

S I WRITE, we, as a family, have been taking part in Bishop
Rachel’s call to pray for the Nation during this second lockdown
and share the hope ‘that the light (Jesus) shines in the darkness

and the darkness did not overcome it’ (John 1:5).

As Christians moving into Advent and preparing for Christmas, we want to share
Jesus, hope of the Nations. Over advent churches all over the country are seeking to
shine a light on this being a season of ‘comfort and joy’ We may ask ourselves what
does the hope of Jesus look like in the midst of an international pandemic?
Isaiah 40:31 says ‘those who hope in the Lord will renew their strength. They will soar

on wings like eagles; they will run and not grow weary, they will walk and not be faint.’
As Christians committed to Christ we are part of His hope, with the Spirit of God
strengthening and guiding us to cope with what life throws in our direction.

‘The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel (which
means ‘God with us’)’ (Matthew 1:23). This message never changes! God is with us in
the times of joy and the times of despair; he is our Rock, our ‘comfort and joy’. As
Christians, assured of these promises and in His strength we are called to be ‘the light
of the world’ (Matthew 5:14) to these people around us during this challenging time; to
those getting by in a positive way and those families and people in real hardship and
carrying great sadness.

Comfort for our neighbour, our friend, the person in the street we constantly
bump into, our family, work colleague, the family struggling in our local community –
As Christians Jesus reassures us, ’Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you. I do

not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be
afraid’ (John 14:27). Spending time in prayer, being reassured by scripture, with the
strength and power of the Spirit we can confidently step out to share the hope of
Christ and bring comfort. Sharing that God is the giver of peace which can replace
anxiety, he is unconditional in His love and security, and he directs us to see life as a
gift to be discovered not a ladder to climb. Truth, hope and comfort to be shared!

Joy – ‘Joy to the world the Lord is come’ (Christmas hymn). To these same people
how do we display Jesus, to bring Joy? A Christmas message of love in a card, to the
family struggling financially a food hamper with love, an offer to help grown out of
love.
And us... ‘God is able to bless you abundantly, so that in all things at all times, having
all that you need, you will abound in every good work’ (2 Corinthians 9:8) so we
experience and radiate ‘comfort and joy’ this Christmas.
Sharon Macauly
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contact 515941

magazine@prestbury.net

Advertising & Sales: Richard Johnson

224823

advertising@prestbury.net

Prestbury Parish Magazine is usually published on the last Sunday of the month.
The deadline for copy is usually the Sunday 2 weeks before this, but
during these Covid times there may be scope for some flexibility.
Copy may be sent in a clearly marked envelope to ‘Prestbury Parish Magazine’
2 Honeysuckle Close, Prestbury, Cheltenham, GL52 5LN
or preferably by email to magazine@prestbury.net

February Magazine Deadline:

Sunday, 17 January 2021
February Theme: Competition(s)
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