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Some notes about the history of St Stephen’s Cheltenham
The foundation stone was laid in 1873 by Charles John Ellicott, Bishop of Gloucester and Bristol.

St Stephen’s was first built as a Chapel of Ease (i.e. a chapel built to make worship more accessible for parishioners living far from the main church) – for Christ Church.  It was for the working class people who predominated in the growing population of Tivoli.

The building was the last of 5 churches in Cheltenham designed by John Middleton.  It was completed in phases, in Early English (Gothic Revival) style, and is the only example of this in Cheltenham.  It has been Anglo-Catholic from the early 20th century; it was united with Emmanuel Church in 1995 and has been part of the South Cheltenham Team since 2009.

The order of construction was as follows:

Chancel 1873-4; the building was licensed for worship in 1874.

North transept 1876 (organ chamber and vestry)

Nave and aisles 1881-3

North porch 1885 – a tower and spire were intended but never completed

South porch 1886

By 1888 the ceiling in the North transept needed to be raised to improve the sound of the organ.

South transept 1888, was then made into a WW1 Memorial Chapel in 1919, with the Lady Chapel added and dedicated in 1920 by the Bishop of Gloucester.

1892 Clergy vestry was added as an annexe to what was the choir vestry; it has direct access to the Sanctuary.

At first there were chairs; pews were acquired gradually through donations – seating was partly pews in 1885, completely pews by 1888.  A picture shows that there were also pews in the Memorial Chapel.  There was pew-letting, rents helping to pay for the Vicar.  But the North aisle seats, and those on the North of the nave, were free!  The rents were abolished in 1943.
Materials used: outside is local stone.  The inside is lined with Bath stone.  The pulpit is from Caen stone, Cornish granite and alabaster.  In the arches, shafts and piers you can see blue Forest and red Mansfield stone.  The Chancel has marble shafts to support the roof and red granite piers to the arches between the chancel and the organ chamber.

Many changes took place in the Chancel and Sanctuary.  For 10 yrs there was a harmonium.  After the nave and aisles were completed, Monk built a 15-stop organ which was ready in 1884.  It had 3 manuals but the bottom one (Choir) did not operate.  In 1912 it was completely rebuilt by Norman and Beard.  A Great Mixture and Clairon were intended but not installed.  It has remained largely untouched, though Nicholsons, swayed by fashions, made a few minor changes in the 1970s.  The action is a fine example of tubular pneumatic. The organ case was given and installed in 1914.  
This very precious organ is now in urgent need of restoration. 

At first the communion table was small, but by 1897 a dorsal and wings, candlesticks and a cross had been added.  

The East window was in memory of the then vicar of Christ Church, Stephen Fenn and his wife. 

At first there was stone arcading behind the altar, the width of the wall, but this was moved to below the Holy Apostles on the West wall in 1897.

 In 1936 a new vicar, Revd Ronald Sutch felt the stoning depicted in the window was not encouraging and wanted to improve the altar decorations, hoping these would take the eye away from the stoning!  By 1939 the high altar was lengthened, and had a new dorsal and frontal as well as curtains (now not there)

The Chancel screen was to commemorate the Diamond Jubilee of Queen Victoria in 1897.

You can see statues of King Alfred and Queen Victoria, added by 1915, on the East wall.
There is an antique carved oak chair from 1922 in the sanctuary, with a cushion showing the arms of the see of Gloucester added in 1969.
The hanging rood was the idea of a WW2 officer and was dedicated in 1950; a South wall memorial tablet says it was in thanks for deliverance of our country and in memory of those who had fallen in that war.

There was just one bell, first mentioned in 1904, replaced in 1931 (given on condition that the Angelus was rung daily)
The Font was ready in time for the consecration ceremony.  It is octagonal: 4 faces show emblems of the Evangelists and the other 4 floral and leaf arrangements.  The figure of the Christ Child has been moved from near the font to by the vestry and dates from 1931 – it had been the focal point of the then Children's Corner.  The painting by the font is a copy of one in the Uffizi gallery, but we do not know the artist!
The Lectern was from a former Head of Cheltenham Ladies’ College Kindergarten (dedicated in 1940)
Stations of the Cross: their provenance is currently a mystery!  Can anyone help?
The Holy Apostles: at first the arches were empty, but these were installed by 1886 

Sides of the nave : the clerestory windows originally had coloured glass, which was removed in 1963 – this improved the light.  
The original, temporary wooden pulpit was replaced in 1885 –  the 4 Evangelists are carved on it.  It originally had a wrought-iron railing.
The War Memorial Chapel was dedicated in 1920 by the Bishop of Gloucester to the Glory of God, in honour of the Blessed Virgin Mary, and in memory of those (WW1) who gave their lives for us.  
The Oak altar was from Mrs Beasley, the painted frontal (The Annunciation) by Eadie Reid, an Art teacher at the Ladies’ College.  
The coloured windows are also by Eadie Reid.  The one behind the altar depicts He who is the Resurrection and the Life.  The other coloured windows were originally in the sanctuary but are now on the South wall of the Chapel: St Patrick and Andre ; St George and St David given by Mrs Trevenen in memory of her son – St George has a likeness of her son’s face. 
The wooden panelling in the sanctuary was designed by W E Ellery Anderson, and added in 1930, together with the carved door to the small cupboard in the wall and the wooden statues – St Michael the Archangel, the Blessed Virgin Mary, St John the Evangelist and St Francis.  
The present Sanctuary lamp is from 1954, replacing the original.

The 2 wooden crosses: one is from a grave at the Somme, the other from Trevenen's grave in Cheltenham cemetery (brought to St Stephen’s in 1945)

Holman Hunt's Light of the World and the desk were given in memory of Hugh Rowdon, priest and curate; both were originally on the West wall of the chapel.  

The Wilton Diptych copy and the carved wooden screen at the entrance to the Chapel are both memorial donations.

The window in the West wall, The Good Shepherd was originally on the East wall.

The statue (1955) by Ulrich Lloyd copied one in the Sanctuary of the Anglican Priory Chapel at Burford.

You can see the trowel for the Foundation Stone just outside the memorial Chapel.
Enjoy the pre-Raphaelite windows in the West wall – the windows 1890 (below the rose window): the Good Samaritan and Prodigal Son; the Transfiguration.  Near the font: Jesus blessing the little children; the North end of the West wall: a figure dressed in the Whole Armour of God + the Angel of Peace (1902 and 1904)
OUTSIDE
NB from 1886, a statue of St Stephen in the niche outside the West end of the church.  A statue of St Paul is over the South porch.  The Foundation stones of the church and Lady Chapel are beneath their respective East windows.

Attached to the church were The Coffee Tavern and Institute (1879) – this became the home of the St Stephen branch of the Church of England Temperance Society in 1884.  There was also a Parish Hall – in Albany Road  ...and an Infants' School in the Hall, at first with 73 children, with a salary provided by the parish; it was inspected by Miss Beale (Founder and Principal of the Ladies’ College).  It closed in 1920.

Online comments include:
“I used to go Friday night youth club”
“I remember attending Sunday School there in the 1950’s. Was also a choir girl at St Stephen’s church for several years. Remember Miss Armstrong who played the organ and also Rev Saint who was one of the vicars. Loved spending my choir money on sweets a…”
There was no Vicarage till 1923 – various houses were rented; successive vicarages were in Andover Road, and then St Stephen’s Road.  There is no vicarage now, as the vicar is shared with Pip and Jim.
What a magnificent building, with such activity in and around it in the past, currently with a small congregation and failing organ.  We are in the middle of trying to resurrect it, as a wonderful place of worship and also a focus for community and musical life in Cheltenham.  Do come and see us for a service, and also help us financially if you can and would like to see the building as once again a thriving centre of worship and indeed life for the community!
I hope you will love looking round.
                                       Fiona Brown (Organist)
