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Bilton Historical Society and Covid-19 : Latest Update 
The ongoing Covid-19 situation continues to limit the activities of our Society. 
Apart from continuing with regular, internet-based, committee meetings, all other 
society work and projects, apart from some limited personal activities being 
continued by individuals at home, are at a standstill. 

The recent good news on vaccines and the starting of the national vaccination 
programme is very encouraging and we can begin to see some light at the end of 
the tunnel. However, this vaccination programme will take several months to 
complete and the committee does not expect the Society can start returning to 
some degree of normality until Summer 2021. Therefore, the remainder of the 
planned 2020 – 2021 programme of evening talks has been cancelled. The 
expectation is that we might be able to restart the evening meetings from 
October 2021 and Isabella is busy preparing an interesting programme of talks 
so that we are ready to go as soon as we get the green light. The postponed 
2020 AGM and the 2021 AGM will be rescheduled to be held at the first evening 
meeting once activities resume. The weekly study group meetings are also 
cancelled until further notice, but will be restarted at a future date once 
conditions permit. Members will be kept informed via the Newsletter. 
With the expectation that the vaccination programme will be at an advanced 
stage of completion by the start of Summer, we are planning, subject to 
compliance with any Covid-19 restrictions, to stage some socially distanced, 
outdoor walks in the Bilton area. These will provide our first opportunities for 
more than a year for society members to meet and interact safely. More details 
will be published as soon as possible. 
We are all interested in history and, looking back 2020 has undoubtedly been a 
challenging year for everyone. However, we hope you will show your support, by 
continuing your membership and understanding until the Covid-19 situation 
resolves itself when we can all look forward to a better 2021 and beyond. 
                               John Branson 

Why do … 

Supermarkets make the sick walk all the way to 
the back of the store to get their prescriptions 
while healthy people can buy cigarettes at the 
front? 

People order double cheeseburgers, large fries 
and a diet coke? 
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Bilton’s early bus services (1899 – 1927) – Alan Gould 

Bilton at the start of the 20
th
 century was very different from how we know it today. 

Apart from the scattered farms and cottages, there were only a few small groups of 
houses located in Old Bilton, at the top of Bachelor Gardens and on Crab Lane close 
to St.John’s Church. Therefore, until the extensive housing development centred on 
King Edwards Drive had begun around 1907/8, it was not commercially viable to 
operate buses into Bilton. The area could be simply served with stops along Skipton 
Road.  

Horse-drawn bus services, operated by the Harrogate Carriage Company, had begun 
in 1897, serving Oaklands and Starbeck from a central terminus in Station Square, 
alongside the Queen Victoria Monument. In 1899, the company proposed starting a 
service to the Bilton area and advertised in the Yorkshire Post and a London paper for 
a suitable horse bus, but this service failed to materialise. Instead, a Mr J Johnson 
started independently an hourly, Monday – Saturday, service from the courtyard of the 
Ship Hotel (now the site of the current Boots store between Cambridge Street and 
Oxford Street) to Sykes Grove at New Park. This service departed from town on the 
hour and from New Park on the half-hour with a single fare costing 2d (0.8p). Within 
12 Months, the service had been taken over by Mr Bob Dent. He continued to operate 
the service, with two horses pulling a double deck bus, until the Harrogate Road Car 
Company (HRCC) began operating a steam-powered bus service from Station 
Square to Bilton and New Park on 2

nd
 February, 1907. Mr Dent’s horse-drawn service 

was immediately put out of business and though he asked for compensation from 
HRCC, his request was rejected. This new, motorised, service used second-hand 
Clarkson steam vehicles purchased from the Torquay & District Motor Omnibus Co. 
Ltd, operated via Walker Road (later Kings Road) Post Office and the Dragon Hotel at 
the junction of Bilton Lane and Skipton Road (now the Co-op store).  

By the beginning of 1908, the possibility of a Bilton-only service being commercially 
viable was realised when the General (Harrogate) Motor Car Company, the first 
competitor to HRCC, was granted a licence on 17

th
 January 1908 to operate a steam-

powered bus service to Bilton. Sadly, this new service was extremely short lived. In its 
first week of operation, one of the General’s Bilton buses was involved in a fatal 
accident on Station Parade when it hit and killed the Curate of St. Luke’s Church as 
he crossed the road having just alighted from a HRCC bus. Within a month of this 
terrible accident the General Company sold out to HRCC. This was, tragically, the 
second fatality involving a Bilton/New Park bus. Six months earlier on 19

th
 June 1907 

a dog, belonging to a Mr Dent (was this the same Mr Dent who had operated the 
horse drawn bus service?), had been run over and killed by a HRCC vehicle. 

The motorised bus services proved to be very popular. Service frequencies were 
increased and in July 1911, following problems with overcrowding which had resulted 
in damage to the axle and springs of buses on the Bilton route, two second-hand 
double-decker, steam-powered Clarksons were bought for £245, plus £24-17s-10d 
(£24.89) additional costs. These were the first mechanically-propelled double-deckers 
to operate in Harrogate. Neither entered service until a year later in June 1912 and 
they were both quickly sold on, one by the end of 1912 and the other by the end of 
1913. 

By 1913, HRCC was receiving complaints from the Harrogate Corporation regarding 
the type and condition of their buses. Steam power was not ideal for the stop/start 
operations of a bus; it was costly and inefficient. Petrol was now the favoured fuel and 
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so, in February 1914, HRCC purchased three new Daimler-powered, Milnes-bodied, 
single-decker motorbuses, one of which was used on the Bilton and New Park route. 
Unfortunately every Daimler chassis was requisitioned by the War Department in 
September 1914 and HRCC received £2349 in compensation. Several petrol-engined 
McCurd lorry chassis were purchased to replace the Daimlers and these were bodied 
with the virtually new Milnes single-decker bodies. The old Clarkson steam-powered 
buses were eventually phased out by the end of 1916.  

WW1 brought about petrol shortages and so, in 1917, four of the McCurds were 
converted to run on gas. Large gas bags were fitted to the roofs of the buses, held 
within a simple wooden framework and tied down with ropes. The buses could not be 
garaged with the bags inflated and there were several incidents of the bags blowing 
away in strong winds and, on one occasion, a bus was actually blown over at the top 
of New Park hill. Fortunately no serious injuries occurred and there was little damage 
to the vehicle. Another impact of The War was the appearance of ladies onto HRCC’s 
staff, 1916 (5), 1917 (13) and 1918 (15 women and only 13 men). Peace brought 
further investments with new additions to the fleet and the role of conductress 
became an established feature.  

In February 1922, the residents of Mayfield Grove submitted a petition to the 
Corporation, without success, about the vibrations and annoyance that they were 
experiencing from the solid bus tyres on the route to Bilton and New Park. The same 
year also brought competition to Bilton’s bus services. Two brothers from Halifax, 
Oliver and Charles Holdsworth, formed the Bilton Motor Company. The start-up was 
not without its problems. They had 

 a major fire at their Mornington Terrace garage,  

 trouble with the Council about not fully complying with the terms of their licence, 
not adhering to their advertised timetable, operating unauthorised services and 
picking up passengers at non-approved stops 

 complaints of speeding buses passed to the police and  

 complaints from several Bilton residents about too many buses causing vibrations 
in houses in Albert Road and breaking up the Bilton Lane road surface. 

The Bilton Motor Company survived until 1924. The venture had not been very 
profitable because they had constantly been in a price-cutting war with HRCC and 
they eventually sold out to HRCC in February 1924 for £9677. Later in the year HRCC 
had several prosecutions regarding overcrowding when buses on the Bilton and New 
Park services had been stopped by the police at the junction of Grove Road and 
Franklin Road. One conductress was fined £2 plus costs for carrying 19 extra 
passengers and another was fined £1 plus costs for 16 extra passengers. At the end 
of the year HRCC changed its name to Harrogate and District Road Car Company 
(HDRCC), to reflect is larger geographical coverage. 

In 1925 there was yet another accident involving a Bilton bus. Fortunately there were 
no injuries, but the bus was badly damaged having come to rest in the wall of the 
Bilton Working Men’s Club. Buses still ran on solid tyres which resulted in a lot of 
noise and vibration complaints to the Council. It was not uncommon for bus routes to 
be diverted around, or drivers asked to slow down in the vicinity of, certain houses 
when it was known that there was a seriously ill person, usually of some influence in 
the Town or a Company Director, who lived there. By the end of the year the 
Corporation asked that all solid tyre wheels should be replaced with pneumatic tyres. 
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During the summer of 1926, the Bilton service route had to be diverted from Mayfield 
Grove onto Franklin Road whilst Mayfield Grove was being repaired. The Council 
received complaints about buses having to rush Drill Hall Hill, sometimes having to 
have several attempts before successfully reaching the top. The Council regretted 
that nothing could be done about it and although it was a dangerous practice, it would 
only be for a limited period. 

By 1927, Bilton and New Park accounted for 5 of the 9 local Harrogate bus services 
and route numbers were introduced for the first time: Route 4 - Bilton (circular via 
Mayfield Grove), Route 4A - Bilton (direct), Route 5 - Bilton (circular via Low 
Harrogate), Route 6 - New Park (Sykes Grove), Route 7 - New Park (Little Wonder). 
Bus stops included long forgotten locations such as: Hills Corner (top of Poplar 
Grove), Ebor Terrace (King Edwards Drive opposite the Co-op supermarket), Dragon 
Hotel, Lancaster’s Corner (junction of King Edward’s Drive with Skipton Road) and 
Senior’s Corner (junction of Kings Road with Skipton Road). Buses now travelled 
along Church Avenue and earlier had also used the narrow Grange Avenue and Unity 
Grove whilst some circular routes had returned to town along Dragon Road and East 
Parade and had therefore stopped at the old swimming baths (junction of Dragon 
Road and Skipton Road). 

The success and development of the Bilton and New Park services is best seen by 
an analysis of the growth in annual receipts and vehicle mileage. They both increased 
significantly during the period and typically represented about one-fifth of the figures 
for Harrogate’s local bus services. 

  

  

 

Acknowledgements to T.M. Leach’s “Twopenny single to Starbeck” and other sources. 

Bilton and New Park bus services annual 
receipts and mileage 

Bilton and New Park receipts and mileage 
as percentage of Harrogate’s local bus 

services 

The year in 50 words (or less)  

A man goes to the Opticians for his Annual Eye Test. 

The Optician asks him what he can see. 

"I see empty airports, empty football grounds, closed cinemas and closed 
pubs" the man replies. 

"Splendid, perfect", says the Optician, "You have 2020 vision". 

(Courtesy of Bev King from Southampton)  
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Grandmothers 
Printed as a Tribute to both George and Kath Thrower 

A Grandmother is a lady who has no children of her own to look after now, so she 
likes other people’s little girls. A grandfather is a man Grandmother. He takes the boys 
for walks and they talk about fishing, football and tractors. Grandmothers don’t have 
to do anything but be there. They are old so they shouldn’t play hard or run about. 
They never say hurry-up. 

Usually they are fat, but not too fat to tie shoelaces for little children. They wear 
glasses and funny underwear and they can take their gums and teeth off. They don’t 
have to be smart, only answer questions like why do dogs hate cats and how God 
isn’t married. 

They don’t talk babytalk like visitors. When they read a story they don’t skip bits, or 
mind if it is the same story over again. Everybody should have one, especially if you 
don’t have TV, because Grandmothers are the only grown-ups who have time. 

This little essay was written by an 8-year old Brownie, presumably to obtain a badge. 
The TV reference I think places it in the late 1960s or early 1970s. I found it tucked 
into Kath’s passport cover.        George Thrower 

George Thrower 
It is with great sadness that we report the death of George on 14

th
 February.  

Those who have been to the monthly lectures in what seems like a former existence 
will recall the jovial hander-out of raffle tickets, taking your money with a cheerful 
smile and a merry quip. You may also recall that he gave one of the lectures on the 
changing faces and numbers of shops on the streets of Bilton. He maintained that 
interest, adding to his store of knowledge and pictures, ready for another talk if 
needed when the time arose. He was also seen at the Open Days and on the BHS 
stand at the Bilton Gala for many years. The involvement of George in the 
committee showed his commitment to all things Bilton, especially its history.  

George had also built up an impressive listing of the members of his family, all of 
them rooted in Bilton, and had added many details from his own research and from 
family papers. He had added much to the information on the people of the township 
with his late wife, Kath, during their work together at the study sessions on Tuesday 
mornings. They were both very willing to help other people in their research or in 
making sense out of handwritten notes from the past, converting them into a more 
easily-read typed version. 

In the last few months of his life, George had various problems and needed care in 
two hospital stays followed by time in residential care homes. Having been a very 
independent soul this could not have been easy for him. We offer our collective 
sympathies to his family and our thanks for his life and work. 

I am sure that he would have described himself as George Thrower of Bilton, not of 
Harrogate.            Editor 

Gardening Folklore 
Drinking a New Year toast to fruit trees – believed to encourage a good crop of fruit. 

Planting celery among cabbages – believed to protect the cabbages from 
caterpillars. 
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Correspondence 

It is always pleasing to hear from readers but this time it is a request for help from 
Heather Tucker who is trying to find out more about her paternal grandfather, John H 
Pearce, who worked for Coombes. She found out about us from the website - good to 
know that it has served a useful purpose again. 

Below is her email and the two letters. Can anyone help Heather with any more 
information? 

I don’t know if you will be able to help me. I am currently tracing my family with the aid 
of Ancestry. As a family we have no information regarding my father’s father, John H 
Pearce, apart from the fact that he worked for Coombes circa 1940. The reason we 
know this is because we found a lovely letter from Mr Bilton sent to my Grandma on 
John’s death. Apparently he was a manager with the company, for how long I don’t 
know. I put a search into Google for old businesses in Harrogate and was thrilled to 
find the articles about Coombes in 2 editions. It is probably a vain hope, but I 
wondered if there are any archived records of former employees with the company. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We do not have any further information but perhaps one of you, our members, can 
give Heather further information about the company records or about Mr Bilton. 

I wonder how many firms now would pay the funeral expenses? 

It would be good to be able to add a bit to Heather’s knowledge, however small that 
bit might be. Please contact the editor if you can add anything to the story. 
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More Heads on Micklegate Bar 

In 1405 Sir William Plumpton from Plumpton Yorkshire was 
added to the tally for taking part in an insurrection stirred up by his 
uncle Richard, archbishop of York, whose sister his father had 
married. He is described by a contemporary historian as “a brave 
and daring Knight." He left a widow and 9 children.  
We have no picture of him - hardly surprising - but this was his 
coat of arms. 

The Archbishop of York, Richard 
Scrope, was deeply involved. He 
openly supported the traitors' cause 

and preached against the King in the Minster. The 
people responded and 'almost all the citizens of York 
capable of bearing arms' joined the rebels. At the end of 
May 1405, Archbishop Scrope found himself at the head 
of an army of 8000 men, facing a large loyalist army on 
Shipton Moor. Scrope disbanded his force in exchange 
for a truce but was immediately arrested. 
The King himself travelled to the Archbishop's 
Palace near York for the trial. Perhaps unsurprisingly the 
Archbishop was found guilty of treason. He was 
executed by beheading in a nearby field.  
Archbishop Scrope's tomb in the Minster became something of a shrine and some 
medieval writers saw Henry's poor health as punishment for killing an Archbishop.  

Another Scrope, from another branch of the large and 
distinguished family, also became involved in plots against 
the King. Henry Scrope, 3

rd
 Baron of Masham, born about 

1370, was the eldest son and heir of Stephen Scrope (c.1345
-1406), 2

nd
 Baron Scrope of Masham, and Margery Wells, the 

widow of John de Huntingfield. Henry had four brothers and 
one sister. He was a favourite of King Henry V and was 
beheaded in August 1415 for his involvement in the 
Southampton Plot, a conspiracy to replace King Henry V with 
Edmund Mortimer, 5

th
 Earl of March. Some historians believe 

that the charge was trumped-up to punish him for other acts 
of disloyalty, and that there may never have been such a plot. 
It is dramatised in Shakespeare’s Henry V, in which it is 
portrayed as a French-financed betrayal of the king to stop 

Henry’s invasion plans. Archbishop Richard and Stephen Scrope were second 
cousins. It seems to have been a dangerous surname to have around the beginning 
of the 15th Century.                  More to follow 

Very Late News: - from the York Herald, Monday, 11
th

 September, 1882. 

On Saturday morning, two loaded salt waggons belonging to a goods train got off the 
North Eastern Railway at Bilton Junction near Harrogate.  The line was blocked for 
some time, and the trains from the North to Leeds were consequently delayed.  No-
one was injured.  The accident was caused by the breaking of the tire of a waggon. 
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A selection of important dates in 1921, 100 years ago 
In Harrogate. Source “Old Harrogate” – R. Ackrill Ltd., 1935 
May:  Town Council: The Ministry of Health sanctioned the borrowing of 

 £5100 for the purchase of land for the War Memorial. 

July:   The Australian and English Cricket teams visited Harrogate during 
 a test match at Leeds. These were the first test matches since 
 the war. Australia won the series 3-0 with 2 matches drawn.  

  Sir Robert Baden-Powell, the Chief of the Boy Scout brotherhood, 
 presented “Peter’s Pole” to Clifton House School Pack. 

August:  The Grand Duchess George of Russia and Princesses Nina and 
 Xenia visited Harrogate. Princess Victoria arrived for the 
 “Cure”. 

September: The Town Council decided to spend £5000 on the War Memorial.  
  (approximately £250 000 now) 

November:  A War Memorial at the entrance of Wetherby Road was unveiled by 
 the Grand Duchess George of Russia and dedicated by Canon 
 D S Guy to the memory of the soldiers who died in her 
 hospitals - Heatherdene, St Nicholas, and St George. 

Nationally important events. Source “The Silver Jubilee Book”, The story of 25   
   eventful years in pictures, Odhams Press Ltd., 1935. 

January:  First female foreman of a jury at Dudley. 

February:  Winston Churchill appointed Secretary of State for Colonies. 

March:  Daily air service to and from Paris resumed.  

  Coal stoppage started, a State of Emergency proclaimed. 

May:  Miss Olive Chapman becomes the first woman barrister. 

June:  Northern Ireland Parliament opened following the division of the 
 island of Ireland.  

  Census taken in Great Britain.  

  Death of Lady Randolph Churchill. 

July:  Jack Dempsey knocked out Georges Carpentier to become World 
 Champion.  

  Coal stoppage settled.  

August:  Death of Enrico Caruso.  

  Government control of the railways ends.  

  The world’s largest airship, R38, broke up in the air over the 
 Humber, killing 44 of the 49 people on board. 

September:  Antarctic expedition “Quest”, led by Sir Ernest Shackleton, sails. 

   Composer Engelbert Humperdinck dies.  

   Biplane reaches world record height of 40,800ft (12,400m) 

October:  John Boyd Dunlop, inventor of the pneumatic tyre, dies. 


