
page 1 
 

HLHS Members Newsletter 

October 2020 

huddersfieldhistory.org.uk 

email@huddersfieldhistory.org.uk 
 

 

We would like to hear from you! Please send any news, details of events 

 and books, requests for information and comments that you think may be 

of interest to other Huddersfield Local History Society members to 

huddshistorynews@gmail.com 

 
“The Mayor’s Babies” Garden Party, Gatesgarth, Lindley, July 28th 1906 

 
 

 

 

 

  

Welcome to our October 2020 newsletter! 

On behalf of our fellow committee members we hope that you are all keeping safe and 

well. In this month’s newsletter, you’ll find Cyril’s annual AGM report, details of 

upcoming events and recent news, as well as a short article by Brian Haigh about the 

grand theatre in Huddersfield that never was. 

David Griffiths and Dave Pattern 

 

https://www.huddersfieldhistory.org.uk/
https://www.huddersfieldhistory.org.uk/
mailto:email@huddersfieldhistory.org.uk
mailto:huddshistorynews@gmail.com
https://huddersfield.exposed/archive/items/show/3861
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Chair’s Annual Report October 2020 

Dear Friends, 

Usually at this time of year we are preparing for the Society’s 

Annual General Meeting and I am putting together a few notes 

by way of reflections on the year just past. Sadly, for reasons 

with which we are all too familiar, we can’t now meet to 

celebrate 2019-2020 and do all those things we usually do at 

our AGM. Earlier in the year we decided that we must cancel all 

the activities which bring us together, hope for better times in 

2021 and do what we could to keep the Society growing and 

moving forward.  

This all came at a moment when the 2019-2020 season of talks 

had been going so well and, what turned out to be the final 

meeting of the year, February’s ‘Your Kirklees Pinta’ given by 

Jo Stanley, had been a most enjoyably lively affair. 

Unfortunately, eagerly anticipated presentations about 

Huddersfield Thespians and Storthes Hall’s care for shell-

shocked victims of the First World War, couldn’t take place. Nor 

could the annual Luddite Memorial Lecture, this year to be 

delivered by Prof. Edward Royle. But on that all is not lost: we 

are hoping that Prof. Royle will deliver the Luddite Memorial 

Lecture in 2021 and, if we must, online. 

One event in the 2019-2020 season which went ahead very 

successfully, was our 2019 November Study Day. Under the 

title ‘Language, People and Places’ it was the Society’s 

opportunity to pay tribute to one of our greatest local 

historians, the late Dr. George Redmonds. His meticulous 

scholarship, especially in the fields of family and place name 

studies, shed new light not just to the local history of 

Huddersfield and the West Riding but on even broader 

questions of the character and development of the English 

language and especially the contribution of what we used to 

call the Yorkshire dialect. More than 70 people, including 

George’s widow Anne-Marie, joined us at the Brian Jackson 

Centre for an excellent day of talks and Andrea’s always 

splendid lunch. It was also an opportunity to launch the 

Society’s 2019 publication, Names, Places and People, another 

tribute to George, in the form of a selection of essays from the 

magazine Old West Riding of which, with Jenny Stead and me, 

he was one of the founders and Editors. 
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In all other respects the Society is doing very well. Our membership numbers grew 

slightly to a record 235 and our finances continue healthy (the annual accounts are 

attached). So healthy in fact, that we were able to subsidise a deep discount to 

members who ordered our 2020 joint publication with the University, Power in the 

Land: The Ramsdens and their Huddersfield Estate, 1542–1920. I must thank so 

many of you for renewing your subscriptions this summer even when the future of 

what we might be able to offer was looking a little uncertain.  

We had to be innovative in our way of coping with that future in the ‘launch’ of Power 

in the Land. Taking over a ‘pop-up shop’ in the Piazza in Huddersfield for those few 

days in September to distribute copies of the book, and having Prof. Royle deliver his 

talk about the book by YouTube, may be the shape of things to come. Already our next 

two speakers for October and November are planning their own ‘virtual’ talks. Those 

for the rest of the 2020-2021 season are still to be confirmed but we do hope to have 

as full a schedule as possible. 

The 2020 Journal, thanks to our indefatigable Editor, Rob Piggott, has, like its 

predecessors, attracted warm and positive comments. Consequently – Rob willing – 

it seemed that a members’ bonus to help compensate for the missing monthly 

meetings might be a special Covid Christmas edition. Assembling the content is well 

under way – a combination of pieces from very early Journals, when the quality of the 

printing was not quite as good as that to which we have become accustomed, and 

some Christmas-appropriate pieces from other places. We hope you enjoy it.  

Finally, messages of thanks and hope. Thanks to all of you, our members, for your 

loyalty and good humour as we have struggled to cope with the effects of the corona 

virus pandemic. Thanks too to all our speakers – those who were able to do their talks 

as expected and those who are preparing to do them ‘virtually’. My personal thanks 

to the Committee, now meeting by Zoom, who have worked creatively and with 

commitment to keep things going. I am privileged to have such a talented and 

conscientious group of colleagues. It is a group which, although we will be losing 

Stephen Caunce for personal and family reasons, will not lack for numbers. I am 

delighted to say that one of our members, Beverley Norris, has accepted the invitation 

to join us. She is very welcome, and the ‘re-elected’ committee are set out above. 

I hope that you and yours stay well, that we can approach 2021 in good order and 

good heart and that in a year’s time, and at a proper AGM, I can report another 

successful – if rather different – year for Huddersfield Local History Society. 

Cyril Pearce, Chair. 

  

https://thetownthat.uk/publications/power-in-the-land/
https://thetownthat.uk/publications/power-in-the-land/
https://www.huddersfieldhistory.org.uk/publications/journal/
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Our Forthcoming Talks 

Our next ‘virtual talk’ will be by Alan Brooke, on Peterloo: The Aftermath in West 

Yorkshire. Prelude to Insurrection August 1819-March 1820.  

Alan’s talk deals with the political events and economic conditions in West Yorkshire 

between Peterloo and the Huddersfield/Grange Moor Rising of Easter 1820.   We had 

planned for Professor Malcolm Chase to speak on the bicentenary of the Rising, but 

after his untimely death earlier this year, Alan has nobly stepped into the breach.   He 

is, of course, the co-author of our book Liberty or Death: Radicals, Republicans and 

Luddites, 1793-1823; creator of the wide-ranging Underground Histories website, 

undergroundhistories.wordpress.com ; and eminently well-qualified to speak on this 

subject.  His talk will be available via our website from Monday 26 October. 

Next up, on or around 30 November, will be Barbara Smith on ‘Wools for the World’ 

in Railway Street. 

If you have a modern ‘smart TV’ that can access videos on YouTube, you can find the 

available talks by searching for Huddersfield Local History Society or #hlhs2020 

…don’t forget to include that # symbol, or you might end up watching videos about 

Hypoplastic Left Heart Syndrome! You may also wish to subscribe to our new 

YouTube channel where you can find the first talk of our 2020/21 season by Prof. 

Edward Royle. 

 

Subscriptions 

In his annual report above, Cyril thanked many of you who have kept the faith and 

renewed your subs for 2020/21.  If this has so far slipped your attention, you can do 

so by cheque, standing order or PayPal, and all the details can be found at 

https://www.huddersfieldhistory.org.uk/membership/  

 

https://www.huddersfieldhistory.org.uk/publications/
https://www.huddersfieldhistory.org.uk/publications/
https://undergroundhistories.wordpress.com/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC0sM1Q5G5aDzvoNQIoLnBkg
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC0sM1Q5G5aDzvoNQIoLnBkg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V67wTksIpVM
https://www.huddersfieldhistory.org.uk/membership/
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Black History Month 

This national programme of events runs throughout October and we had planned to 

contribute this year through an exclusive screening for members of the Kirklees Local 

TV film Windrush – the Years After.  Sadly this has become another victim of the 

pandemic, which we hope to return to in 2021.  There has, however, been a full 

programme of (mainly virtual) local events for BHM, and details of the remaining last 

few days can be found via kirkleestogether.co.uk/2020/09/24/black-history-month-

2020/  

Ramsden Centenary Book and Exhibition 

Successfully Launched 

Power in the Land, published for us by University of 

Huddersfield Press to make the centenary of the town’s 

purchase of the Ramsden estate, was successfully launched  at 

our Piazza pop-up shop at the end of September, alongside the 

WYAS/University exhibition The Town That Bought Itself, 

attracting almost 100 visitors.  The initial print run of 100 sold 

out immediately and the book has already been reprinted. 

Any members who missed the introductory offer can still buy 

the book for £20 post-free (RRP £30) from 

www.gazellebookservices.co.uk (search there for the title, and 

use the members’ discount code at the check-out).  We plan to repeat the pop-up shop 

on Saturdays 5 & 12 December (subject to Covid restrictions), jointly with 

Huddersfield Civic Society – save the date for your Christmas shopping! 

Meanwhile the exhibition has moved on to the Tolson Museum but can be viewed 

online at the dedicated centenary website, thetownthat.uk    

Heritage Action Zone 

Kirklees Council has secured substantial funding from Historic England for a Heritage 

Action Zone around St George’s Square, focused on the renovation and reuse of two 

key ‘Ramsden’ buildings, the George Hotel and Estate Buildings.  Brief details can be 

found at: 

historicengland.org.uk/services-skills/heritage-action-zones/huddersfield/ 

An advisory ‘consortia’ is being established, including David Griffiths as a 

representative of the Society.  

  

https://kirkleestogether.co.uk/2020/09/24/black-history-month-2020/
https://kirkleestogether.co.uk/2020/09/24/black-history-month-2020/
http://www.gazellebookservices.co.uk/
https://thetownthat.uk/
https://historicengland.org.uk/services-skills/heritage-action-zones/huddersfield/
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The Thoresby Society 

The Thoresby Society, which is the historical society for the Leeds area, are delivering 

a series of Wednesday lunchtime talks online during November. There is no charge 

for non-members and each talk commences at 1pm. If you would like further details, 

including the link to access the talks, please send an email to a.slomson@leeds.ac.uk 

specifying which you are interested in: 

• 4th Nov – Dr. Kevin Grady, The Early Years of the Leeds Library 
 

• 11th Nov – Eveleigh Bradford, ‘The most beautiful Public Gardens in England’: 

The story of the lost Headingley Botanical Gardens and Royal Park 
 

• 18th Nov – Rev. Dr. Roy Yates, The Back-to-Back Housing Development on the 

site of the Victoria Gate Shopping Complex 
 

• 25th Nov – Steve Burt, Hunslet and the Cholera Epidemics of the nineteenth 

century 

Made in Huddersfield Textile Trail 

Discover Huddersfield had to cancel all its 2020 guided walks because of Covid-19, 
but is now working jointly with Kirklees Libraries on a series of virtual trails.  Next up 
is a new textile trail, developed by Local Studies librarians and scheduled for live 
broadcast on Thursday 12th November at 1pm. To follow the trail, go to YouTube 
– Kirklees Libraries – Local Heritage Walks and Talks. Each trail will also be available 
as a stand-alone virtual walk on Google Earth. This can be accessed via a link provided 
underneath the YouTube video. 

The virtual trails are intended to meet three objectives: 

• to explore local heritage, encourage local history research and promote local 
heritage organisations 

• to reach out to individuals unable to attend a physical walk whether due to 
health limitations or geographical distance 

• to encourage healthy exercise by enticing people to take the walk themselves 
following the broadcasts 

In addition, one of the programme’s great advantages is the ability to see the hidden 
aspects of local heritage thanks to aerial 3D views enabled by Google Earth. 

  

https://www.thoresby.org.uk/
mailto:a.slomson@leeds.ac.uk
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLec810XyADzDpnA73HDG15mvLm5T0TyCo
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New Book on Honley 

A new title from Honley Civic Society is Finding 

Banks, the history of a Honley house, a family 

business and a lost community. Written by a 

resident of the area, Angela Marshall, and inspired 

by the BBC TV programme, A House Through Time, 

the book takes the history of one house a stage 

further by revealing the development of the 

surrounding area of Honley known as Banks. 

The family business of Edward Holdroyd and Sons 

started at Banks around 200 years ago and has 

played a central role in the building of Honley 

houses and the burying of Honley people. Its story 

and the impact on the village is fascinating. 

The author discovered a whole community which 

has now vanished and this is also described, with 

much genealogical research painting a full picture 

of the area and its residents. 

The book is on sale in the usual village outlets and at Read bookshop in Holmfirth, 

priced around £10.00.  It can also be purchased through the Honley Civic Society’s 

website honleycivicsociety.co.uk, with £2.50 added for postage. 

British Association for Local History 

The Society is a member of the BALH, which supports the practice of local history 

across the country (and provides us with very reasonably priced insurance for our 

activities!).  They have recently resumed publication of a bi-monthly newsletter which 

you can find at balh.org.uk/resources-balh-e-newsletters, and from where you can 

explore the rest of their extensive website. 

 

  

http://www.honleycivicsociety.co.uk/
https://www.balh.org.uk/resources-balh-e-newsletters
https://www.balh.org.uk/
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An Encounter with Frank Matcham 

Brian Haigh tells the story of an unbuilt Huddersfield ‘grand theatre’ 

Towards the end of 1897, the temporary wooden theatre in St Peter’s Street known 

as Rowley’s Empire was sold to the Northern Theatres Co. which operated venues on 

either side of the Pennines. Despite the efforts of the town’s favourite comedian JW 

Rowley and his son, the theatre was losing thousands of pounds. The costs of 

promoting the first ‘moving picture’ presentations to the people of Huddersfield only 

added to the losses. 

The new proprietors were more business-minded and soon realised that they would 

need to replace the wooden structure with something more substantial. This was 

made more urgent by the local authority’s reluctance to grant anything more than 

temporary entertainment licences for the premises, which were considered to be a 

serious fire risk. Constructed entirely of wood, the auditorium was illuminated by 

naked gas flames.  Built in 1881 for Cooke’s Circus and with a capacity of 3000, it was 

the latest in a line of temporary venues built on the site from 1861. Originally set aside 

by the Ramsden estate for a town hall, but never taken up by the Corporation, the site 

was given over to travelling circuses, some of which over-wintered in the town. 

Frank Matcham, the most prolific and successful theatre architect of the day was the 

obvious choice to provide plans for a new grand theatre and opera house.  In 1888-9, 

he had built Halifax’s Grand Theatre (demolished 1959) to replace the wooden Gaiety 

Theatre. Born in Newton Abbot in 1854, the son of a brewer, he was apprenticed to 

local architect George Soudon Bridgeman. Within a few years, he had moved to 

London and the offices of Jethro Thomas Robinson, who 

advised the Lord Chamberlain on performance spaces. In 

1877, he married Robinson’s younger daughter, Hannah 

Maria. When his father-in-law died in the following year, 

Matcham, aged 24 years, took over the practice.  

There was no shortage of work; the second half of the 19th 

century was remarkable for the growth of popular 

entertainment and the demand for new theatres. Fire was 

the only hazard. Gas lighting and timber structures were a 

lethal combination. There were over a hundred fires 

recorded in theatres over the period, including one at the 

Huddersfield Theatre Royal in 1880. Thankfully there 

were no fatalities on that occasion, but a fire at the Exeter 

Theatre, in 1887, was to cost 186 lives – the worst fire of 

the century. 

 

Frank Matcham  
Vanity Fair (5 July 1911) 
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Matcham’s theatres were compartmentalised to reduce the risk of fire spreading 

throughout the buildings, which were constructed of steel and concrete. Elaborate 

ventilation systems were employed to allow gas fumes to escape. At the same time, 

the architect designed his theatres for the comfort of the audience. He eliminated the 

columns which interfered with sightlines by employing cantilever construction to 

support the balconies. It is for the rich decoration of the interiors of the theatres that 

Matcham is most remembered today. Each of his schemes was unique and he gathered 

around his practice an army of craftsmen to supply the decorative plasterwork, 

painting, gilding and statuary.  

Northern Theatres announced the 

commission to provide plans and 

superintend the building of their new 

theatre in May 1899. The entrance 

front would be on Northumberland 

Street – the main entrance to the 

Empire had been on the corner of St 

Peter’s Street and Byram Street. The 

whole site had an area more than twice 

thar of the Theatre Royal in Ramsden 

Street.  By October the plans had been 

submitted and approved. But nothing 

happened. Without notice the directors 

had decided to abandon the project. 

A board room disagreement including an attempt to oust the Huddersfield managing 

director threatened to undermine the company’s financial position. Matcham’s plans 

called for greater investment than they had originally agreed. When Matcham went to 

the High Court to recover his unpaid fees, Northern Theatres representatives claimed 

that that the architect had been instructed to produce plans for a building costing no 

more than £15,000 but the plans he had prepared would incur construction costs of 

£28,000. Matcham disputed this and reminded the directors that they had also 

specified that the building should include a water tower (as part of the fire 

precautions) and a plant room where the theatre could generate its own independent 

power supply. He thought the building could be erected for £20,000 if economy was 

observed. After hearing the opinion of experts, the jury found in favour of Matcham, 

awarding him £325 and costs. 

Northern Theatres were still seeking a replacement for the Empire when the Armoury 

in Ramsden Street came up for sale following the opening of the new drill hall in St 

Paul’s Street. They were successful in acquiring it for the knockdown sum of £2,250. 

Local architect Willie Cooper was commissioned to produce plans for the enlargement 

of the building, which re-opened as the Hippodrome in July 1905. 

GPO Northumberland Street, Huddersfield 
Site for Grand Theatre & Opera House 



page 10 
 

The final performance at the Empire took place on 11 June 1904. The site was cleared 

and, in 1913 the new general post office opened its doors. The business was 

transferred to New Street in 2019, but the sorting office remains on the site – at least 

for the present. 

Had Matcham’s grand theatre and 

opera house been built, would it have 

survived into the 21st century? The 

odds are very much against. Of the 150 

theatres which Matcham designed, 

only 26 survive. These include the 

London Palladium (1910), Coliseum 

(1905) and the recently restored 

Victoria Palace (1911) in the capital. 

The Leeds Empire Palace was 

demolished in 1962 and is now the site 

of Harvey Nicholls, but the County 

Arcade (1897-1900) of which it was a 

centrepiece survives in all its 

terracotta glory, providing a luxurious 

theatrical backdrop of marble, mosaic 

and mahogany to the shopping 

experience. The same imagination 

produced the Blackpool Tower 

ballroom (1897), familiar to devotees 

of ‘Strictly Come Dancing’. Theatres 

include Blackpool Grand (1894), the 

Buxton Opera House (1903) and more 

locally, the smallest commission 

Matcham ever undertook, Wakefield’s 

Theatre Royal and Opera House 

(1894) with its jewel box interior. 

Matcham died in May 1920 of blood poisoning. He had cut his nails to the quick and 

succumbed to infection whilst gardening.  

 

  

County Arcade, Victoria Quarter, Leeds 

Theatre-Royal, Wakefield 
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Huddersfield Architects 

Huddersfield Architects is an extensive listing of local architects and their practices, 

compiled by Christopher Marsden. 

The document was initially created to support the Buildings of Huddersfield project 

and can now be viewed online or downloaded as a PDF: 

buildings.huddersfieldhistory.org.uk/architects.html 

 

https://buildings.huddersfieldhistory.org.uk/
https://buildings.huddersfieldhistory.org.uk/architects.html
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Huddersfield & District in the Past 

150 Years Ago… 

Established in 1850 as the Huddersfield Chronicle & West Yorkshire Advertiser, the 

newspaper publisher opened their new offices on Lord Street in October 1870.  As we 

commemorate the centenary of Huddersfield becoming “the town that bought itself”, 

it’s worth noting that the Ramsdens didn’t own all of the land in the town centre…1 

The building is erected on the estate of the late Thos. Firth, Esq., of Toothill, and the style 

adopted is modernised Italian, three storeys high. The elevation, as a whole, is bold and 

effective, with a moderate display of ornamentation, including several beautifully carved 

heads, by Mr. [Eli] Morton, of Huddersfield, presenting altogether a good and suitable style 

of street architecture. In the basement there are six rooms, 20ft. 6in. by 15ft. 6in., which will 

be used for various purposes incidental to the 

publishing of the paper. On the ground floor 

there are also six rooms varying in size from 

20ft. 6in. by 15ft. 6in. to 14ft. by 11ft. 6 in. These 

rooms will be used for editorial, reporting, and 

general business purposes. 

A corridor, 4ft. wide, communicates with each 

room, having a lavatory at one end. Behind, on 

the ground-floor, and communicating with 

these offices, is a machine-room, 54ft. by 30ft., 

and 20ft. high, with an open yard, 5yds. wide, 

for workmen's entrance and the delivery of 

goods. This room is well lighted, and ventilated 

at the top; and at the east end, under the floor, 

is a boiler and engine-house, 30ft. by 14ft., with a chimney 20yds. high. The fitting up of this 

room with boilers, shafting, &c., has been carried out in the most efficient manner by Mr. A. 

Bell, engineer, of Huddersfield and Honley; and Messrs. Dawson and Sons, of Otley, the 

eminent printing-machine makers, have laid down the whole of the machinery. The first and 

second floors have each a room, 63ft. by 31ft. 6in., for printing and other purposes, well 

fitted up with lavatories, &c., and communicating with the offices on the other floors by 

means of staircases, hoists, speaking-tubes, and separate staircase for workpeople, &c. 

The whole of the buildings have been designed by and carried out under the 

superintendence of Mr. Wm. Cocking, architect, Albert Buildings, New Street, Huddersfield, 

and the following have been the contractors for the works:— Mr. James Brook, mason's 

work; Messrs. Wm. Fawcett and Sons, joiners' work; Mr. George Garton, plumber's and 

glazier's work; Mr. Eli Morton, plasterer's work; Messrs. Knight and Jackson, painters' work; 

Mr. Geo. S. Scholefield, ironfounder's work; Messrs. William Goodwin and Sons, the slaters' 

work. 

 
1 Transcription of “Our New Offices in Lord Street”, Huddersfield Chronicle (15/Oct/1870). 

Former Huddersfield Chronicle Office on Lord Street  
© Betty Longbottom 

https://www.geograph.org.uk/photo/1703628

