
Cossham Hall - demolish or extend? 

(This short article was created for the BS35 Magazine using research 

notes relating to the website www.thornburyroots.co.uk.  See website 

for more information) 

 

It is always fascinating to see how often history repeats itself.  It is 

amusing to note that a debate on whether to replace or to extend 
Cossham Hall was in a newspaper dated as early as 1899.  

The problem began in a sense more than ten years earlier on 20th 

December 1888 when Handel Cossham gifted the "the hall called Cossham 
Hall" to the people of Thornbury.  In the speech he made at opening 
ceremony Handel asked that the building be known as 'Cossham Hall to 

connect his name to that of the town of his birth and his home as a child.  
He stressed that the building should be used for ever for the benefit and 

advantage of the inhabitants of Thornbury and the neighbourhood and 
'such other persons as may be invited to come there' but  that 'liquors 
and tobacco shall not be sold or supplied.'  The hall was to be used 

for "philanthropic, religious, moral, political, educational, musical and 
general purposes."    

The issues raised by the prohibition of alcohol and tobacco were to be the 

basis of the debates to come.    

In 1898 the decision was made to extend the hall.  In January 1899 the 
opportunity arose to obtain a piece of garden next to the hall, belonging 
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to a cottage on the High Street owned by the Cossham family.  This would 
give the trustees, the Town Council, the chance either to build a new hall 

or to extend the existing one with a stage, a meeting room and toilets.  It 
also led to a huge controversy in Thornbury.   

The main issue was whether drink and cigarettes could be allowed in the 

Cossham Hall and particularly in the new extension.  Dr E. M. Grace was 
one of the people who strongly opposed the extension.  At the enquiry in 

March 1899 which was attended by very large numbers of Thornbury 
ratepayers, Dr Grace handed in a petition against the extension and 
explained his objections.  One of these was that public dinners and 

smoking concerts could not be held there because of the bans on tobacco 
and alcohol.  He did not want public money to be spent on something that 

would not be of general benefit.  The sanitary inspector Mr F J Williams 
had a very practical objection.  He did not think it was worth while 
expanding the hall when the roof and floor of the existing hall were rotten.   

Despite concern over the state of the building, it was decided on ground of 

cost not to build a new hall but to proceed with an extension.  

The controversy had another repercussion.  The Bristol Mercury of March 
8th 1899 reported that the Council Elections had great interest 'in 

consequence of a report that an attempt would be made to elect only 
those councillors who favoured an application to the Charity 

Commissioners to abolish the restriction against the use of intoxicating 
liquors and tobacco.'  It seems that as the decision had been made to 
keep the hall some of the electorate were trying to remove the restrictions 

on drinking and smoking on the premises. 

Unusually there were nineteen candidates for only eleven seats.  Sir 
Edward Stafford Howard who owned the Castle Coffee Tavern and was the 

leader of the Temperance Movement in Thornbury got the most votes.  
The newspaper commented that 'The Council elected are in favour of 
upholding Mr Cossham's gift as made.'   The attempt to change the status 

quo had failed. 


