
The Tennis Court 

(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) 

 

 

This photograph shows an Industrial Exhibition that took place in 

Thornbury in April 1885.  The Exhibition was held at what was 
known as the "Tennis Court", an area in the grounds of Thornbury 

Castle between the outer and inner walls which had been roofed 
over.  It seems that at some time this court was used to play the 

game of real tennis.  “Real tennis” is a game which is scored in a 
similar way to lawn tennis but also resembles squash in the way 

that the ball can be bounced off the surrounding walls.  In the late 
1800s the tennis court was converted into a meeting room and was 

used by many different groups of local people up until the time that 
the Cossham Hall was opened.  Even after its conversion it must 

have been sometimes used as a tennis court because Dr Edgar 
Mervyn Grace’s diaries relate that he had played a few games on 

the indoor court at Thornbury Castle and he was not born until 
1886. 

The main room was long and narrow but there seems to have been 
another annexe room, sometimes described as a reception room.  



This annexe room itself must have been quite substantial as a 

newspaper report of 1899 mentions that the annexe was used as a 
dining room for the 120 people who attended a ball for the servants 

and employees of Thornbury Castle.  Traces of these rooms can still 
be seen, although the roof has long since fallen in and the whole 

area is much overgrown and potentially dangerous. 

An article in the Bristol Mercury dated January 1884 describing an 
event in the building gives us a picture of how it looked in its 

heyday.  

"The Tennis Court carpeted and decorated with tropical plants and 

flowers and dressed with flags made a capital concert room.  It was 
built by  the present owner of the Castle, Mr E Stafford Howard MP, 

who a few years ago had it constructed at the boundary of the outer 
court, now forming a spacious quadrangle, intersected by the main 

carriage drives and footpaths.  The entrance is at the extreme end 
of a narrow glade, shut in by the old battled walls…." 

Thornbury's parish magazine of June 1885 gives us an idea of how 
popular our very own "Great Exhibition" was; "The Exhibition 

remained open for the week and many hundreds of visitors daily 
came to see it, the Tennis Court and large Annexe being in the 

evenings almost inconveniently crowded.  Notwithstanding the 
pressure however and the difficulties of locomotion, the utmost 

order and good humour prevailed.  The space at command was 
literally overflowing with objects of great interest.  The Trade 

specialities of Thornbury were splendidly represented, and the Art 
productions by local amateurs were of great excellence.  Indeed the 

promoters of the Exhibition have every reason to be gratified with 
the opinions expressed very generally by the visitors, which tended 

to show that there is no ordinary household want which cannot be 
admirably supplied by the  tradesmen of the Town and that the 

Exhibition would have been well worth holding if only for the fact 

that it had brought to light an amount of artistic talent, the 
existence of which had been hither to unsuspected in the 

neighbourhood." 

 

 

 


