A Trip Around the Archives

I have always been one who seeks into to local history and whilst teaching in Lancashire over twenty years ago set about trying to inspire youngsters to take an interest in the history of their locality because it can lead through many facets and provide in roads and insights into many varied things. My wife and I are refugees from the cotton mills of East Lancashire, moving down to Worcestershire some eight years ago and are ever keen to explore our surroundings and seek out new bits of information.

So having spent a couple of sessions involved with WASP and delving into some of the boxes we have embarked on a fascinating mini adventure that has given us several days of pleasure and fascination as well as revisiting some old haunts and seeing them in a new light and also opening up new avenues of exploration and viewing everyday things with a different vision. All this from starting to write a short article about one of Worcester’s famous citizens, Sir Edward Elgar.

Being British I will freely admit that the Last Night of the Proms in September is a must see occupation. Land of Hope and Glory is the highlight and like many sad souls I love to join in the words, and when passing the famous statue at the end of the High Street I am reminded of these moments, but until a few weeks ago my only real knowledge of the great man was that he was born in Worcester sometime in the 1800’s and composed a few great tunes. 

Having delved into the boxes in the Record Centre I realised that there are up to fifteen different addresses listed for Elgar in the Worcester area. I did not realise that the Elgar Birthplace Museum was bought by public subscription shortly after his death and monies were sent to the Lord Mayor of Worcester to enable the purchase to be made. 

I had also never realised that he was a huge favourite of the monarchy and was Master of the Kings Music. He was made a member of the Royal Victorian Order which is a gift of the monarch alone to worthy people. All this information I have gleaned by looking through the archives and by following up research using the internet and talking to local people. In fact the archives actually have the GPO copy of the original telegram sent to Buckingham Palace in 1934 to inform King George V of his sad death, and also the original telegram from the Palace to the Lord Mayor acknowledging receipt and expressing condolences.

It was fascinating to spend a day wandering about the Malverns to seek out the main houses in which he dwelt and it became so obvious how his inspirations came from our beautiful countryside just by travelling around the roads and getting out of the car to admire the views from his homes. The peace and tranquillity that is surrounding his grave at St Wulstan’s is magnificent and a visit to his birthplace opens up a real feeling that this was indeed a very special man to Worcestershire.

Another fascinating day was spent just wandering through the City starting down by the cathedral to admire the superb window and memorial plaque, which brought back memories of the archives because there are letters regarding the design and erection of the window, which was to cost around £500, and how the debate was opened up as to what to do with any surplus funds.  Whilst sitting in the nave of the cathedral also I was also reminded of the programme in the archives for the memorial service and the letters advising that ‘a suitable orchestra’ be found but not to spend more than £150.

Walking back down through the High Street passing the statue I noticed for the first time the plaque indicating the site of the music shop where he taught himself to play various instruments and it was nice to imagine the huge civic procession from Guildhall to Cathedral to commemorate his knighthood, and his death all of which are recorded in the archives.

Then as one gets further along you come to Crown Court, now taken over as a modern day pub but which was the setting for the Glee Club and the place where along with his father and brothers he aired some of his original musical compositions. I have passed this place many, many times but now will look upon its unpretentious frontage with different eyes.

Another half day has been spent using the free resources of the History Centre to explore the Census information which amongst other things show an Edward Elgar in 1881 as a Professor of Violin, to 1891 as a Professor of Music, and in 1901 as Composer of Music and whilst much of the written work suggest a relatively poor background there are domestic servants linked to many of the houses. It is also interesting to look at the various web sites relating to him and if you are really brave you can actually see him conducting the London Symphony Orchestra on YouTube.

And finally when visiting the Central Library I have begun to browse the CD Section with a view to borrowing some of the music of our famous son and all this has been achieved with one car journey, a bus pass, and a library ticket. 

But where next well there is the story of the railings from the bridge, Crown East Lane needs investigation – it is reputed to be an old drovers route. There is Spetchley and Lyttelton Schools to be found. There’s a visit to St George’s Church  and who were the people who inspired the Enigma Variations and where do they fit into Worcester and of course another visit to the History Centre to view the archive newspapers to see the reports about him has got to be a must.

All this and more from a dusty old box.
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