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Hello and welcome to the January newsletter. 
 

A brand new year is upon us.  We hope it’s not too late to wish everyone a very 
Happy New Year and all the best for 2024. 
 

Tonight, we have a presentation entitled Wiltshire Follies by Jonathan Holt. This is 
something a bit different as we are spreading our wings a little wider than just 
Swindon this time.  Nevertheless, this promises to be a very enlightening evening 
with details of hidden architectural gems in our home county.  Enjoy! 
 

You may have noticed that this newsletter is a few pages less than usual, this was to 
save me a little time over the Christmas period.  However, it will be back to the 
normal size next month so I will need your stories and memories to fill up our pages!  
Come on everyone… get writing! 
 

You can reach us on either of these: 

 

Once again we held 

our Christmas party in 

place of our December 

presentation and it 

proved to be a very 

enjoyable evening all 

round. 
 

Andy started off the 

evening by welcoming 

everyone to the party.  

He then informed us that, despite the many hours 

he had spent putting together a slide show of images 

to roll along on the big screen throughout the 

evening, the equipment on the night had once 

again let us down so there were no images.  What 

a rotten shame. 
 

Never mind, we had plenty up our sleeves to keep 

everyone occupied - and I think it worked! 
 

As in previous years, the committee had laid out  

the usual sausage rolls, cheese and pineapple, 

Our Christmas Party - 13th December 2023 

• me - angie.phillips@ntlworld.com 
 

• or - info@theswindonsociety.co.uk 

mailto:angie.phillips@ntlworld.com
mailto:info@theswindonsociety.co.uk
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snacks, nuts and mince 

pies on the buffet table, 

and there was a plentiful 

supply of wine, beer and 

soft drinks at the back 

of the hall - thanks to 

Gina for organising the 

these by the way.  

Answer sheets and pens had been laid out on the 

tables in readiness for the quiz that Kevin Leakey 

had prepared.  There were quite a few pictures 

showing sections of well-known buildings around 

Swindon, and we had to name the buildings, or 

the streets in which they stood. 
 

There was another 

quiz too.  We had to 

guess the committee 

member from a baby 

photo, and this was much harder than it sounds! 
 
 

We all had our heads down trying to think of an 

answer to every question.  
 

Then it was time for the raffle - Diane and Jennie did 

their usual stint at the front calling out the numbers, 

and each winner went up to choose a prize. 

I got lucky and won a prize - I chose a box of luxury crackers - very nice! 
 

All in all, the quizzes were challenging, we had festive music playing the whole time, 

and the conversation flowed continuously.  I think it is fair to say that a good time 

was had by all. 
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Thank you all for 

coming along and 

making our party 

so special. 

Angie Phillips 
December 2023 

 

With so much negative talk revolving around the town centre and Swindon in 
general, it came as a pleasant surprise (to me at least), that a new theatre for 
the town is still on the agenda, although according to the council, it’s ‘early 
stages’, so I won’t get too excited just yet!  The proposed site for the new 
theatre is currently occupied by the bus station, demolition of which largely 
depends on the completion of the much-anticipated bus boulevard currently 
under construction.  
 

Will this mean the demise of the Wyvern Theatre?  Apparently not as the 
intention at the moment is to keep it as a ‘performing space’.  I’m sure there 
are plenty of people out there who would agree that Swindon deserves a 
theatre that is once again large enough to attract big name acts and West End 
shows to the town, as was the case during the heyday of Swindon’s long-lost 
theatre, The Empire. 
 

One hundred years ago in January 1924 the Empire Theatre was in the 
headlines.  It’s then owner, Alfred Manners announced plans to have the 
theatre refurbished.  Major works would see the auditorium completely 
demolished and rebuilt creating seating for up to 1,000 persons.  In addition 
to the auditorium various other changes were announced including a new 
foyer, booking office and improvements to the stage and dressing rooms.  At 
the insistence of Alfred Manners, Swindon building firm A J Colbourne were 
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contracted to carry out the work which was due to commence after the Easter 
holidays with a completion date just four months later; they didn’t hang around 
in those days! 
 

The grand re-opening was on Saturday 16th August 1924; a performance of 
the hit musical ‘Hey Presto’, a show that had been popular in London’s theatre-
land was shown.   
 

Due to ill health Alfred Manners sold the theatre in 1925.  He died at the 
relatively young age of 59 years the following year.  
 

The Empire like so many other theatres was subjected to mixed fortunes for 
the remainder of its existence; live performances were often mediocre and by 
the 1950s the theatre’s days were numbered.  The Empire closed for good in 
1955 and was put on the market.  Demolition, followed by re-development, 
came a few years later.  I would imagine that Alfred Manners must have been 
turning in his grave!  
 

In 2024 it will be 65 years since The Empire Theatre disappeared from the 
Swindon skyline, for good.  Hopefully the proposed new theatre won’t be 
joining the list of buildings that didn’t progress beyond artist impressions or a 
computer-generated 3D model.  Meanwhile here are some newspaper snippets 
from 1924. 

Chris Prew - January 2024  



6 

 

 



7 

 

Fairly recently, Philip Garrahan completed an MA dissertation about two 
well-known Swindon painters, Leslie Cole (1910 - 1976) and Hubert Cook 
(1901 - 1966).   
 

These two men worked at the GWR and were among the many who took 
adult educational classes and subsequently prospered as artists. 
 

Philip’s focus was on their depictions of industrial life and work in the 
1920s and 1930s.  Sounds like we are in for a treat! 
 

HOPE TO SEE YOU THERE! 

Swindon Society Meeting 
14th February 2024 

 

Swindon’s Interwar Railway Artists 
by 

Phil Garrahan 

 
Opening Hours 

 

Mon:  By appointment only 

Tues: 10am to 4.00pm 

Wed: 10am to 4.00pm 

Sat: 10am to 1.00pm 

Central Library, Regent Circus 
 Swindon SN1 1QG 

 

Tel:            (01793) 463238 
Email:        localstudies@swindon.gov.uk 
Website:  www.swindon.gov.uk/localstudies 
Gallery:    www.flickr.com/swindonlocal 

Last Month’s Swindon Quiz - A Difference of Opinion! 

 

We asked - who knows the reason for the 

existence of the mound situated just behind 

Ferndale Road and Harcourt Road.  Well, we have 

a slight differing of information for the answer: 
 

We thought the answer was that it was created 

during the late 60s and early 70s when major 

drainage work on Regent and Bridge Streets was 

taking place.  The hill was supposedly created 

from the spoil by moving it along the path of the former canal, which is where the 

Western Flyer runs now.  However, John Stooke’s eyewitness account suggests 

that the council and the local water board built a huge interceptor sewer from 

Whitehouse Road to Rodbourne Road right through the Rodbourne/Ferndale Rec.  

He thinks he was about 10 at the time so it must have been around 1957.  He used 

to watch the huge earth moving machines dump the spoil here. 
 

Conflicting information.  Maybe it is a bit of both?  Anyone else have an opinion?  
 
 

info@theswindonsociety.co.uk 
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The Empire Theatre - Date Unknown (Possibly c.1916) 

Newport Street Garage - Circa 1977 


