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The Edge of Things  
HE PAST ELEVEN months have taken all of us to places of which we 

would never have dreamt at Christmas 2019. The everyday but 

precious parts of our lives ð which ironically seem all the more 

attractive when they have gone ð seem almost beyond our touch. As 

Joni Mitchell sang in Big Yellow Taxi in 1970: òyou donõt know what youõve got 

til itõs goneó. When Covid-19 hit us last spring, I did some research into the 

great plagues and pestilences of the past. It seems that between the 1200s and 

the 1700s, roughly every 8-10 years most communities faced a plague of some 

kind, when the population would have been swiftly infected and the results 

catastrophic without the NHS or vaccination programmes. Our ancient local 

churches, including St Maryõs, St Lawrence, Swindon Village, and St Mary 

Magdalene, Elmstone Hardwicke, would have seen funerals daily for weeks. 

Sometimes, the medieval graves can still be found close to the Church building, 

spanning concentrically outwards into the churchyards. 

Mercifully, we are not in that league. Although excess deaths do tragically compare with 

those reached in the 1940s at the height of the Second World War.  

What do Christians say to all of this? Many clergy in Cheltenham have now taken several 

funerals where Covid-19 has been the cause. Some have been of loved ones who went into 

hospital for one issue, only to catch Covid-19 and die from it. This seems baffling, it seems 

unfair. 

Living with loss is not something which sits remotely comfortably with modern life. Death is 

often impossible to talk about, and too often we are expected to ôget over itõ and carry on 

after six weeks or so have passed. Strangely, it is with death and dying that we can begin to 

make sense of the Covid-19 onslaught. Let me explain. This month, we are at the start of 

the time of Lent, beginning with Ash Wednesday on the 17th February. Although Easter 

eggs arrived in Sainsburys on the 2nd January, Lent is the real build-up to Holy Week and 

Easter, with Easter Day falling early this year on Sunday 4th April. In these weeks up to 

Easter, we see Jesus losing everything. His inner core of disciples, his followers, even by 

Good Friday, his clothes. One of the most tender and touching moments in the Bible 

comes in Johnõs Gospel, chapter 6, when Jesus turns to his twelve disciples and asks them 

point blank: ôAnd you ð would you also like to leave?õ 

Despite all of this, after Easter Day Jesus was seen very much alive and risen. He showed 

those who killed him, those who deserted him and those who loyally loved him that deathõs 

onslaught could not destroy him and that Good would triumph over Evil. Christians are 

sometimes known as ôEaster Peopleõ, a lovely phrase meaning that in saying yes to Jesus, we 

share in the victory of life over death. At St Maryõs and St Nicolas, and all the NCTM 

Churches this is the Good News we do our best to share. As Jesus said with a smile: come 

and see! 

Revd Nick Bromfield 

Team Rector of North Cheltenham    

T 
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Learn ing to respect our fellow com petitors  

NE OF THE CHALLENGES of lockdown can be to find ways of staying in 

touch with each other. I donõt know about you, but what I miss is 

companionable silences with friends, especially the ones that are a part of 

shared activities ð croquet in my case, or walking, or pottering round a garden or 

stately home. Phone calls are great, and FaceTime and Zoom are good too, and some 

of us may even write letters, but after weõve spent a lot of time at home, however 

much we engage with the wider world by reading and watching and listening, it can 

get a bit difficult to find new things to talk about, and conversation ð especially when 

we are eyeballing one another on a screen in a way we never would in real life - can 

start to feel a bit stressful. Both my sons are currently moving house (one of the 

things you are allowed to do at present) so we have plenty to talk about now, but in 

the limbo between offer and completion we did tend to get stuck in conversational 

ruts ð òSo have you heard any moreé.. no, but how are you?ó Repeat, passimé. 

 

However, before the mortgage advisers and solicitors finally got their acts together, so that 

now we can talk endlessly about paint colours and plastering and curtains and kitchens, we 

came up with a way of making our conversations feel more normal, more like real life, and 

as it happens this involves a certain amount of competition, which is the theme for this 

issue of the magazine. We have been playing a board game in real time, using an internet 

board for the actual game and FaceTime or Zoom on our phones to see and hear each 

other. Which means that even when we arenõt talking ð when we are thinking about our 

next move or brooding about the impact of someone elseõs last one on our own master 

plan -  we are still together, and conversation can flow in the margins of the game in the 

kind of stop-start way that is a comforting reminder of more normal times. I play with 

other friends too, and a few nights ago was amazed to discover that we had been on line 

for nearly four hours, playing three rounds of our favourite game, Carcassonne. And yes, 

Iõm a highly competitive animal, so Iõm delighted to tell you that I won them all!  

O 
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I did wonder, when I heard about this monthõs theme, and as I wrote that last slightly smug 

sentence, whether I should write something to remind us about the last being first, and vice 

versa, and Jesusõ rebuke to James and John when they asked to sit at his side in the kingdom 

of heaven. But I think that really these sayings are about wrongful pride and desire for 

status, and that there is nothing wrong with the sort of healthy competition that enables us 

to use our God-given gifts to the full ð gifts of mind or body and the skills we can develop 

with them. Jesus spoke of coming so that we might have life in all its fullness, or in 

abundance, or more abundantly, depending on your preferred translation, and healthy 

competition, in which we use our gifts and learn to respect our fellow competitors, is one 

way to experience this. So letõs go ahead with our preferred ways of competing and be grateful 

for all the ways we can discover more about ourselves and all that God has given us. 

And if anyone wants to chat and play Carcassonne on line, just get in touch! 

Revd Mary 

 

  ADS 

G2 
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HOT COMPETITION   -   LOW JUMP  

 

The Start at Newmarket Alfred Munnings 

 

ôAnd they õre off! õ 

In his younger days, our good friend Rory and his family used to have a competition for the 

very worst photograph taken on summer holidays. The idea was not to pursue mediocrity 

but to highlight failure with some fun. One year it was won by a picture entitled ôDolphins 

Disappearing into the Distance.õ I presume weõve all had non-achievements of that humble 

nature.  

Once I put my name down at Prep School for the under-10 High Jump competition, 

although I didnõt stand much chance of hurdling the bar higher than my more athletic and 

ambitious contemporaries. There is very little natural spring in the Forbes family. On the 

noticeboard, I saw that the competition was to be held in break-time on the Friday before 

the gala Sports Saturday. Dressed in games clothes, I duly turned up at the soggy sandpit 

where moustachioed Mr Thurstan stood with his measuring tape and exercise book. The 

only other jumper who arrived was a boy called Galloway II. We duly jumped as high as our 

short legs could manage over the aluminium bar and I emerged as the lowly victor. I knew 

then that it was one of the lowest high jumps ever recorded at that or possibly any level 

but I learnt that presenting oneself ready for action on the due day could prove 

advantageous.  

Later in my schooldays, I learnt those two kindly-intended but cruel Latin words proxime 

accessit meaning ôHe or she came very closeõ. In any fierce competition, it is easy to feel like 

an also-ran. The Spectator sets a weekly competition and currently No 3181 is called NAY 

SAYERS: ôThis yearõs Booker Prize winner Shuggie Bain was turned down by 32 publishers. 

You are invited to submit a publisherõs rejection letter of a well-known literary classic.õ  

I have just submitted three attempts, fairly sure that none will be printed but it is a 

reminder of the hot competition that is involved in any selection.  
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Many literary classics and best-sellers have been initially rejected and some of them a large 

number of times. Here are just a few examples: The Lord of the Flies (21), The Catcher in 

the Rye, Catch-22 (22), Dubliners (18). Oh yes and that goldmine which I have failed to 

read, Harry Potter and the Philosopherõs Stone (12). T.S. Eliot also rejected Animal Farm 

when Orwell offered it to Faber and it was rejected by about six other publishers before 

acceptance by Secker. 

In Catch-22, Joseph Heller expressed a characteristically dim view of competitive sport: 

ôThe idea of pennants as prizes was absurd ... Like Olympic medals and tennis trophies, all 

they signified was that the owner had done something of no benefit to anyone more 

capably than everyone else.õ  

Nevertheless, the Press and the public seem to love elections, prizes and contests of all 

sorts, sporting and otherwise. They provide drama and human interest, sometimes with 

money and commercial opportunities attached. In some ways, competitions can bring out 

the best in us and draw our attention to works of talent. In 1974 Simon Rattle won the 

John Player International Conducting Competition at the age of 19. Photography 

competitions often reward extraordinary and evocative images.  

People ask me about poetry competitions and of course theyõre great if you win or win a 

prize. But if you donõt, you do not have a depressing sequence of rejections to endure. You 

can just enter your masterpieces into another competition and blame the benighted judges 

yet again when you fail to win even a commendation or a place on the long list. I have 

judged one or two such competitions. 

Almost everything worth having involves competition. I remember as a child my mother 

saying to me, ôYouõre going to have to work harder than other people, chum.õ ôWhy?õ 

ôBecause you were born in the baby boom.õ ôSo what difference will that make?õ  ôMore 

children. More competition for the rest of your life.õ It now seems a somewhat simplified 

view both of evolutionary biology and Post-war British society but so much of our lives is 

governed by rivalries and inequalities, overt or otherwise. Animals compete and so does 

the human animal. We compete for occupations and housing, for example, and intense 

rivalries can dominate all kinds of endeavour, even or perhaps especially those where co-

operation might facilitate the work. 

Much scientific endeavour is the result not only of cooperation but fierce competition. 

Think, for example, of the race to produce an effective vaccine against coronavirus and 

distribute it widely. Even the idea of ôthe survival of the fittestõ or natural selection seems to 

have been reached at virtually the same time independently by two British naturalists, 

Charles Darwin and the lesser known Alfred Russel Wallace.  

In some ways, the real competition is against oneself and oneõs conspicuous and daily 

limitations. In terms of human endeavour, I like Audenõs reference to ôthe first flaker of 

flints/ who forgot his dinner.õ As regards status, there is a Chinese proverb which says that 

at the end of the game the king and the pawn still go in the same box. Nevertheless, there 

seems to be something in human nature or conditioning which wants to pursue or to 

possess what seems better or the best, better than all the rest.  

Duncan Forbes 
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Life as a contest  

It starts early, competing for attention, competing for food, competing for love, especially if 

you are the youngest.  If you are the oldest, itõs all about fighting off the competition.   

As you grow up you get pushed to compete against classmates in school, against other 

teams in sports, encouraged to excel in all things and, as you grow into adulthood, by a 

desire to outdo, outshine, to get recognition for yourself, and above all, status.  By some 

this is seen as essential preparation for entering the ôreal world of workõ, where 

corporations compete for customers, nations compete for resources, and everyone 

competes for jobs and wealth. 

Competing is built into almost all of our social and economic systems to such an extent that 

it even infects national decisions that can involve massive spending of societyõs wealth that 

impact on peopleõs lives for decades.  Two technologically focused competitions from the 

last century come to mind ð the race for the atomic bomb and the race to the moon.  The 

human race comes out of neither of these activities covered in glory.  One resulted in 

killing huge numbers of people to demonstrate the existence of a weapon and continues to 

cause deep anxiety and environmental damage; the other was ideologically driven and 

required massive amounts of investment that could have been used to benefit peopleõs lives 

in other ways.  It was a grand adventure that the winner found ultimately empty, as it led 

nowhere.   

An element of competition has benefits of course, it does drive us to do better, it can lead 

to improvements, and it can ensure that those who are the most skilled get jobs (but that 

also depends on institutional arrangements around selection and preference).   But the 

notion of ôcompetitionõ is two-edged, it can bring both benefits and costs, and the costs can 

outweigh the benefits when there is too much focus on winning.   The problem in our 

society is not so much the act of competing, but the focus on winning, the prizes, and on 

the investment of huge wealth and effort in winning.  When the focus is on winning rather 

than taking part then winning does not generate lasting happiness, there will always be 

another contest, and losing only makes us feel worse, whichever form of competition we 

are engaged in.   

It can sometimes seem as if our whole lives are driven by constant encouragement to excel, 

to compete, and outdo others and yetéthe other side of human nature is ignored, or 

conveniently forgotten in the drive to praise the ôwinnersõ.  That other side is cooperation.  

In any team-sport no individual can ôwinõ alone, it requires collaboration and working 

together to be effective.  Even in sports where individuals compete against each other (such 

as tennis, boxing, or golf, there will be those in the background providing support including 

trainers and coaches, parents and wives who might provide emotional support, and 

sponsors providing finance.    

It is the same in almost any area of human endeavour.  Think of building Stonehenge or the 

pyramids, creating a Gothic cathedral, going to war, flying a plane, reaching the 

moonébringing in the harvestécaring for those who get sick, or developing new 

medicines.  They all require collaborative action on a huge scale.  We are the great co-

operators.  So, why is it that we laud individuals who excel but rarely trumpet the 

achievements of those who helped them success, the great co-operators?  No one 
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succeeds on their own, without the support of others we are nothing, without cooperation 

we cannot reach the heights, achieve our highest ambitions, or develop to our full capacity.   

 

The ultimate futility of competition  

There are two instances where competition becomes futile.  Firstly, where there is 

certainty of an outcome there is no point in competing; and secondly, where there are no 

other contestants one cannot compete.    In the first instance the certainty of an outcome 

makes competing pointless as part of the attraction in a competition is that no-one knows 

who will win.  This is one reason why cheating or fixing the outcome of a contest is so 

frowned upon.  In the second instance the absence of others removes any need to compete 

in order to prove oneõs worth.  This is the situation we are confronted with when trying to 

understand our place in the universe and in facing God.  When our whole lives are spent 

engaged in some form of personal competition with the wider world, for attention, 

resources, wealth, status, power, we need to find some time to ask the question about why 

we are here.  We must still face God, with whom we cannot compete, and explore the 

depths of our own beings to find purpose in our lives.  With God there is no competition 

because the relationship is different, and our weaknesses evident.  It is an opportunity to 

explore other ways to satisfy some of the basic human needs identified above, some sense 

of worth, and acceptance for who we are.  And it can be a relief not to have to compete, it 

shows us there is another way to live.   

 

Current contests that require a different approach  

The key contests we are now engaged in are those where there are no other contestants, 

there is no-one to compete against.  These are contests with ourselves and they require 

cooperation, not competition.  We are in a race to change our behaviour in order to 

reduce activities that drive climate change, and of course more immediately we are in a 

fight against an invisible virus that destroys and damages lives.  The human race has brought 

both of these problems on itself, through development of a competitive approach to 

acquiring and using the worldõs resources to create ôwealthõ, which is then inaccurately 

measured through Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and distributed so unequally that it 

creates a whole range of additional problems.   

These are not contests where competing against each other provides a winner, these are 

different, we will either all be winners, or all be losers.  We will have to find new ways to 

live, to engage with each other, and with all the other lifeforms on the planet on which we 

depend for survival.  We do not want to spend the rest of our lives in some form of 

lockdown.  It is a good time to undertake some deep exploration of our purpose in the 

universe, and we might also do well to spend some time re-thinking how we educate future 

generations to engage in ôthe race for lifeõ.   

John Powell 
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Competing for the B icester Challenge Cup  

Church bells, as we all know, remained silent during World War II, only to be rung if we 

were invaded by the enemy. Consequently they fell into disrepair and at the end of 

hostilities most were in a poor state of health. I well remember on one of our Prestbury 

Ringersõ outings visiting the church of Morton Vallence and finding the bells unringable 

because they were buried in jackdawsõ nests. In 1950, our own bells badly needed re-

hanging as they were in a dangerous state. The òTower Fundó was also in a poor state of 

health there being only about £2 in the kitty - and re-hanging was an expensive affair. 

It was in February of that year that I was demobbed from the army and, at the age of 20, 

threw myself headlong into the affairs of the village, the church being uppermost in the 

order of things. Finding myself on the committee of Prestbury Gymkhana, a fundraising 

enterprise, I proposed that all money raised should this year be donated to the raising of 

the church bells, i.e. a complete re-hanging of all eight. The Prestbury Scouts troop needed 

a scout hut so the ringers and the scouts joined forces and pulled together, each with their 

own particular objective in mind. 

Gymkhanas were very popular at that time and children attended in droves, competing 

against each other with enthusiasm. After the 1950 show it was decided that we needed a 

special attraction that would bring in more adults other than those supporting their 

children in sack and potato races, grown-ups who would spend their money on profit-

making sideshows and produce stalls. A new òsportó had recently been introduced by 

neighbouring village Woodmancote. It was the Carthorse Derby. I suggested to the 

committee that it might be a good idea to start our own but we would have to build it up 

to outshine the Woodmancote one. After some debate they agreed on the condition that it 

be my responsibility and mine alone. This, I thought to myself, has to be a success or I am 

going to be very much in the doghouse. 

Racing these great lumbering shire horses was a dangerous game. They were ridden 

bareback, were bridled and allowed to wear blinkers but, at full gallop, were hard to 

control and difficult to stop. However they were exciting and with bookmakers from far 

afield as south Wales and the Midlands there was a lively betting market. For the Prestbury 

race we needed a good prize for the winner so I wrote to Lord Bicester explaining about 

the bells and the scout hut. Would he, I wonder, have a small cup he no longer wanted so 

that we could call our race òThe Prestbury Carthorse Derby for The Lord Bicester 

Challenge Cupó? Well, his lordship had no such cup. What he did do was to instruct his 

jeweller, Garrards, to send us a fine, new, elegant silver cup which was gratefully received 

by the Gymkhana committee. We were on our way! 

Elaborate posters were then made surrounded by humorous drawings and distributed far 

and wide, with special emphasis on Cheltenham. It was decided that entrance to the 

showground be as little as threepence, figuring that coupled with the bus fare out from 

town it would still be no more than a few pence. We wanted the fee-paying public to have 

plenty left in their pockets to spend on profit-making sideshows and produce stalls.  

Some way now had to be devised to make sure (without cheating!) that the cup was won 

by a Prestbury horse and not a Woodmancote one.  We knew that the opposition was 

used to galloping flat out twice round a large field. How would they feel if ours was four 

times up and down a straight course with turning poles at each end? We reckoned they 
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would go straight on and the Prestbury horses, being unused to competitive racing, would 

be more manageable and turn more easily. We would have to wait and see. 

I then had to try to find a mount for myself as I was very keen to take part in the race. All 

the farm horses around had their regular riders but luck was on my side and I found what I 

was looking for in a Cheltenham side street. Peter had his head down to the ground and 

was enjoying his lunch from a nosebag and being fussed by a group of children. They 

obviously knew him well. He was black, tall, long-legged and most importantly he was 

narrow.  I reckoned I could wrap my long legs around him and turn him on a sixpence. 

Peter was between the shafts of a cart laden with sacks of coal and on the side of the cart 

was painted òHubert Nealon, Coal Merchantó.  

That evening I went to see Mr Nealon in his cottage in an alley leading off the Lower High 

Street. Next to the cottage was the stable with Peterõs head poking out over the half-door. 

Mr Nealon was happy to lend me his horse (which was also his livelihood) in exchange for a 

weekõs holiday in a Prestbury field (for the horse, not its owner!)  I offered Mr and Mrs 

Nealon free entry to the show which at threepence each was not overgenerous. 

Came the day and the crowd exceeded all expectations, extra buses being laid on from the 

town. The Woodmancote riders were not happy at all with the layout of the course and all 

went as planned. The opposition could not turn their horses at the turning poles and 

galloped straight on. The Prestbury horses filled the first three places which was most 

satisfactory. The race was won by Noverton farmer Gil Adcockõs òTommy Longó ridden by 

his son, Bill. Peter was third. The following year the race was again won by a Prestbury 

horse, Jack Chamberlainõs òPRINCEó being the victor. Peter went up a place from last year 

and was second. The winner was ridden by Norman Smith whose son Karl was the 12-

year-old scout / choirboy who drowned in Oxwich Bay on 1st August, 1947 while at scout 

camp. His grave is in Prestbury churchyard close by the wall of The Priory and was the 

subject of a BBC documentary a couple of years ago. 

Eventually the police stopped all carthorse derbys on the grounds of being unsafe and a 

danger to the public. However far more money than anticipated was raised and Prestbury 

bells were re-hung in time for a celebratory peal to be run for the Queenõs coronation in 

1953. A framed commemorative scroll listing those who rang that day has hung in the 

ringing chamber of the tower ever since. 

Competition had been fierce for these races and there have been several cases of riders 

being unseated and falling among the great hooves of following horses, but luckily no 

injuries. There was one disturbing incident before the third Prestbury race when the 

favourite, PRINCE, was found in his field with a knife wound to his chest. It can only be 

assumed that betting was at the root of this so it was just as well carthorse derbys came to 

an end. The good news is that PRINCE recovered well and the church bells have run from 

the tower of St Maryõs ever since (except, of course, during the Covid pandemic
1
)!  

Bernard Parkin 

                                      
1
 During the Lockdown in the spring of 2020 no-one was allowed in the church buildings and for a while the bells fell silent, even 

the clock stopped.  Socially distanced ringers and the clock winder are again allowed into the bell tower.  
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Comfort and Joy ð The Long Table  

A few days before Christmas Reverend Tom rang and asked if I was busy.  As I was sat 

drinking a cup of tea and watching a repeated episode of Dickinsonõs Real Deal at the time I 

replied, ôNo! How can I help you?õ  Tom went on to explain that he needed to deliver the 

last few ôComfort and Joyõ meals. We, as a team, have been supporting the Stroud-based 

social enterprise, The Long Table, to gift Christmas meals and goody bags to people who 

needed a bit of extra love this Christmas.  He asked if I would like to go with him. 

Our first stop was the Food Warehouse on the Gallagher Retail Park to collect the frozen 

meals.  The car boot was already packed with other goodies to deliver.  On our arrival we 

entered the biggest walk-in freezer I have ever seen to collect our supplies ð a choice of 

meat or vegetarian.  Tom had already ascertained what our recipients required.  Once we 

had collected the supplies we were on our way with map and sat-nav ready loaded with 

addresses. 

We proceeded to drive to the fringes of the North Cheltenham Team area where we had 

been given the names of some families who might appreciate that little bit of extra love 

over the Christmas period.  Tom had already phoned ahead and explained what we were 

doing.  Our first stop-off saw the door being carefully opened with big eyes peering out at 

us.  We asked if we could speak to mum who appeared rather sleepily ð sheõd had a 

disturbed night with the baby.  However, when we handed over the goodies we could see 

how much they meant to her!  Our next family was ready and waiting for us with three 

very excited children meeting us at the door with mum.  We asked them if they were 

excited ð they were! and we went on to talk about school and whose class they were in. 

Our final family were also ready and waiting and we handed over their goodies and wished 

them a Happy Christmas.  Tom had then arranged to meet a contact at ôThe Ridgeõ on 

Wymans Brook who had agreed to deliver our final parcels to families on ôThe Moorsõ just 

off Tewkesbury Road. 

In total we were out for a couple of hours having delivered about 25 meals.  It was a dreary 

afternoon with that drizzle that cuts right through you and gets you very wet.  However, I 

arrived home to my bright and warm kitchen smelling of our evening meal cooking away 

and I felt very humbled.  I have never had to worry about where our next meal was going 

to come from or having to pop out to buy electric and yet only a mile or so away there are 

families experiencing real need.   

Jesus taught us to love one another. John reminds us of this commandment in 1 John 4:21, 

òHe has given us this command: Anyone who loves God must also love their brother and sister.ó   

A little bit of comfort and joy!!  

Linda Biggs 
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