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TUNNEL under HIGH STREET – GRAMMAR SCHOOL to PARISH CHURCH 
[Jill Waller, CLHS, Sep 2022] 

 
I have been unable to find any definitive evidence of a tunnel, or first-hand accounts, only hearsay. – JW 

 
Cheltenham Chronicle, Sat 27 Nov 1948 – LETTER TO THE EDITOR 

 
 

There is no doubt that the River Chelt was diverted down the High Street, despite Broad’s doubts – it was 
recorded in the Cheltenham Manor Court Books for centuries. I believe it was diverted via a sluice and channel 
further up the Chelt, above Barrett’s Mill towards London Road. 
 

The water ceased being diverted down the High Street in the early 1820s, and the main sewer was laid 
along the High Street in the 1840s-50s. F. Craven Broad has made an assumption that the arrival of the sewers 
meant there was no need to clean the High Street using Chelt water. In actual fact the two (cleansing and waste 
removal) were always separate issues. Water carts were used to clean the High Street, which became easier as 
improved road surfaces came into use. Crushed and compacted stone, which was dusty in dry weather and muddy 
when wet, was gradually replaced with paving, tar macadam, etc. The sewers were for removing foul waste from 
properties, with storm drains for periods of heavy rain. 
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Gloucestershire Echo, Wed 18 Oct 1950 

 

 

 

 

 
Contd. P.T.O. 
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(Newspaper cuttings courtesy of the British Newspaper Archive) 

 
1855-57 Cheltenham Old Town Survey: 
 

 
 

–  –  –  –   most direct route for a tunnel  _________ line of main sewer, centre of High Street 
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REASONS A TUNNEL IS UNLIKELY 
 

• The Parish Church, now the Minster, and churchyard have been extensively studied by historians, 
archaeologists, etc., over the years, and no evidence has been found of the ‘other’ end of the 
tunnel.  

• A look at the map shows that the old Grammar School was NOT opposite the Minster, and any 
tunnel would have had to be dug diagonally under the High Street and houses, many of which 
would have had cellars – not easily possible as the tunnel would have had to be very deep to 
counter these.  

• The original grammar school of 1574 was replaced with a Victorian building, designed by Knight & 
Chatters, in 1888 – no mention of a tunnel at the time. 

• There is no indication of a tunnel on any of the Cheltenham maps. 

• Would anybody really have gone to the expense, in terms of time and manual labour, to dig a tunnel 
simply to keep schoolboys dry? 

 

HOW THE URBAN LEGEND AROSE – SUGGESTIONS 
Cellars in Cheltenham were often built out under the road, so this could give rise to the tunnel theory. None 

of the ‘hearsay, actually describes anybody going all the way along the tunnel to reach the Minster. (Of course, if 
the tunnel did exist it may have been truncated when the sewer was built along the High Street.) 

There was a large hotel beside the Grammar School, at No. 156 High Street (old numbering) – Yearsley’s 
Hotel & Boarding House, later the Brunswick Hotel & Boarding House. Hotels like this would have required extensive 
cellars to provide cool storage for food and drink, before the invention of refrigeration. 

In 1851 the Grammar School required more room, and took on the former Brunswick Hotel premises to 
provide boarding accommodation – the existence of wine vaults and cellars may have given rise to the tunnel story.  

Rowe’s Illustrated Cheltenham Guide, 1845: 

 
 

Another possibility – The Victorian replacement building was set further back from the pavement than the 
original building. The cellars, if any, of the original Grammar School may well have been retained. – Compare maps: 
 

 
1885 OS map – original school building 

 
1965 OS map – Victorian replacement 
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A huge number of buildings in Cheltenham had cellars that went out under the street: 
 

 
 

St. Paul’s Street South, 1908. 


