A brief history of Malvern, England

The steep and prominent ridge of the Malvern Hills divides Worcestershire from Herefordshire. The hills run due north and south for eight miles, a thousand feet above the surrounding plain. From their summit, the map of the West Midlands is spread out. Malvern itself lies at the foot of the highest northern hills. 

Eight miles to the north east is the county town of Worcester; north west are the mynds of Shropshire and westward the woods and rounded hills of rural Herefordshire, the skyline limited by the Welsh heights. The dark valleys of south Wales lie to the south west, while due south is the silver strip of the Bristol Channel. Eastward the golden-stoned Cotswolds bound the Severn Vale, where ancient river towns stand beside their bridges.

In 2003 the Abberley and Malvern Hills area was awarded the UNESCO-endorsed status of a European Geopark. A European geopark is an area or territory containing geological heritage of international importance, and is underpinned by sustainable economic strategy. There are currently only 17 such entities in Europe.

The geology of the hills is complex; the central core contains some of the oldest surface rocks in the country, so old that hardly a trace of fossils has been found. Most is pre-Cambrian rock fused with later molten material driven into it under colossal pressure.

The Severn river was one of the local trade routes in Neolithic times (2200-1800 BC), and stone axes and scrapers found on the hills are attributed to the Early Bronze Age when the first known settlers arrived in the district. The first encampment on the hills has been traced to around 100 BC, growing into forts which were designed to protect the camp from Iron Age peoples who, only shortly preceding Julius Caesar, were pushing westwards.

Around 1085 a monastery was founded in Great Malvern on the hillside below St. Ann’s Well and a church still stands on this site. The presence of the priory was instrumental in the development of the landscape and the notoriety of the Well.

By the end of the agricultural boom of the 13th century the Malvern countryside was intensively cultivated and the population of the town was over 100.

The dissolution of the monasteries under King Henry VIII claimed Malvern priory around 1540. Over the next three hundred years the population of Malvern remained at about 120 families, then as the village emerged as a spa town, population grew, as evidenced by the 1801 census quoting 819 persons in the parish.

It has been from Elizabethan times (around 1630) that Malvern water was claimed to have healing properties, and from the early 1800s, wealthy citizens came from around the country to take the waters. There are a number of wells in the Malverns, Holy Well and St Ann’s Well being the most popular. The growing notoriety of the ‘cure’ received a further stimulus with the opening of the railway into the town in 1853, and also all the roads in the area were soon turnpiked. About 3000 visitors a year were coming into the town, doubling the population. By 1881 the population was 13000.

The nineteenth century saw the foundation of the longer established trading businesses in the new town, and also the influences of William and Richard Francis Towndrow on the towns, though the rate of Malvern’s population expansion slowed in the last years of the century.

Composer Edward Elgar had settled in Malvern in 1889 and composed the Dream of Gerontius and the Enigma Variations here. He is buried in the churchyard of St Wulstan’s RC, Malvern Wells.

Significant changes occurred after the outbreak of WW2, as the town was chosen as a refuge for government departments, and an RAF base was set up. Evacuees from the south arrived, as did troops for quartering and refugees from Belgium. With the arrival of US forces, the town population swelled to 30000 and five army hospitals were built on the town’s fringes. The two existing government Research establishments, founded around WW1, were united in 1953 as the Radar Research Establishment and this remains a defence installation to this day.

The population of the town in 1961 was 24000. Today it is a town of science, light industry, tourism, and within commuting distance of Worcester and Gloucester. The hills command the scene – protecting early man, preserving wildlife, sheltering monks and pouring out pure water. No civic motto could be more suitable than that chosen;

“I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills, from whence cometh my help.”

