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Friends of the Willis Museum 
Newsletter, January 2014 

 

 
The last MG made at Abingdon. See “A sense of place”, by Howard Ray 

 
‘The Friends’ was founded in 1978 to promote, support and improve the Willis Museum. 

Meetings are held on the third Thursday of the month for ten months of the year, and other 
events are arranged from time to time. Registered Charity no 280406. 

 
Annual subscription £10; visitor for one month £2 

 
Your committee 

Derek Anthony (Chairman), Ian Williams (Deputy Chairman), Lesleyanne Hatt 
(Secretary), Alistair Craig, John Hollands (Publicity), Shelagh Le Marechal, Cathy 

Williams (Programme Secretary), Jenny Stevens (Curator, ex officio).  
 

Contact us c/o the museum or by email at enquiries@ friendsofwillis.hampshire.org.uk 
This issue was edited and distributed by Derek Anthony and John Hollands 
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Chairman’s jottings, by Derek Anthony 
 
Welcome to the January issue of our Newsletter and a very Happy New Year to you all.   
 
On behalf of the committee I would like to inform you that Shelagh Le Marechal and Alistair Craig were 
voted on to the committee at the Annual General Meeting in October.  Shelagh, along with Sarah Baker, 
has been providing refreshments at our monthly meetings for a number of years and Alistair had been a 
co-opted member of the committee. 
 
Those of you who were unable to join us for the December Christmas Party should find a copy of the 
2014 Speaker Programme enclosed with this Newsletter. 
 
2014 promises to be an exciting year for the Friends of the Willis Museum.  In addition to the usual 
programme of events we will be helping to stage two exhibitions in the Museum, one in the spring 
celebrating the life of John Arlott, the centenary of whose birth occurs in February, and a rather larger 
exhibition in the summer on the work of the Morris Singer Art Foundry.  For many years the Foundry, 
currently located in Lasham, was based in Basingstoke and a team of Friends is preparing the exhibition 
with support from the Foundry. 
 
The Museum itself is also planning some exciting exhibitions and events during the year. 
Friends will be pleased to know that the 1st edition of “The Basingstoke Triumphal Gateway” has sold 
out and that the 2nd edition is now available, price £6.50 through “The Friends”. 
 
Members are reminded that non-member guests wishing to join us for one of our monthly meetings must 
book a place at least 48 hours ahead of the meeting by telephoning the Museum on 01256 465902 or risk 
finding that all seats are taken.  Also, as a courtesy to our speakers and to avoid interruptions, the doors to 
the Museum will be closed at 7.30pm. 
 
 

“A Sense of Place” by Howard Ray 
 
On Tuesday 10 September Derek Anthony and I represented “The Friends” at the Annual Area 
Conference of the British Association of Friends of Museums (BAFM) in Abingdon. The theme of this 
year’s conference was “A Sense of Place”. 
 
There were forty delegates present representing the Friends of the following museums – Abingdon, 
Fordingbridge, Oxfordshire (Woodstock), the Curtis and Allen Gallery (Alton), Windsor, Maidenhead 
Heritage Centre, Aldershot Military, Buckinghamshire County (Aylesbury),  Gosport, the Ashmolean 
(Oxford), Swindon Railway, Tom Brown’s School (Uffington), the Royal Marines, the Vale and 
Downland (Wantage) and the Pitt Rivers (Oxford).   
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The conference was hosted by the Friends of the Abingdon Museum and took place in the historic Roysee 
Room, of Abingdon Guildhall. The meeting was chaired by the Regional Coordinator for SE (Western 
Counties) Area, Sue Hall. After a welcome from Sheila Hills, Chairman of the Friends of Abingdon 
Museum, the conference was formally opened with a few words from the Mayor of Abingdon-on-
Thames, Councillor Samantha Bowring, a refreshingly young mother of four. She emphasised that she 
had a great belief in people “experiencing history” and one of the themes of her year of office was a focus 
on the “green” credentials of every proposed project and initiative. 
 
We then went on to receive two inspiring keynote power point presentations.   The first related to a major 
five year project to refurbish the Abingdon Museum presented by the Treasurer of the Friends (Peter 
Clare) who coordinated the fund raising exercise through an Appeals Committee and the Curator of the 
Museum (Jane Bowen) who, as she said, had the pleasure of spending the money. This was a £3.4 million 
project for which they were successful in securing match funding from the Heritage Lottery fund. 
Nevertheless they had to raise a staggering £1.7 million themselves. A substantial part of this came from 
the Town Council and other local authorities but over £0.7 million had to be generated from appeals and 
fund raising activities largely engineered by the Friends. They found some funding available from a 
multitude of small grant giving bodies and individuals to be extremely generous. However in these times 
of austerity the support of local businesses was extremely disappointing.                                               

 
Abingdon Museum                                                              View from roof terrace 
 
The Abingdon County Hall Museum enjoys a dominant position in the Market Square and is housed in a 
Grade 1 listed building above (and also below) the substantial open arched ground floor area. [Like the 
Willis, this was formerly the Town Hall, but in appearance it rather more closely resembles Basingstoke’s 
former Moot Hall, see page 10, Editor] When they embarked on this project the building required a 
substantial amount of structural repair as well as a total refurbishment of the internal facilities and display 
areas. At lunchtime we had the opportunity of seeing the results of their efforts at first hand, including 
their bespoke designed modular display units in the main gallery, after enjoying a glass of wine on the 
refurbished roof terrace, accessed through its cupola, whilst enjoying the spectacular view over the town 
and surrounding Oxfordshire countryside. The star attraction in the main gallery is now the very last 
MGB Roadster to come off the Abingdon production line. How they got this vehicle into the gallery 
which is 30 feet above the ground with the only access up a twisting staircase, without impacting the 
structure of the listed building, made a fascinating part of the overall story. Can I suggest you put 
Abingdon County Hall Museum MG Exhibition into Google, click on the Links tab, and select “MGB 
returns to Abingdon – British Motor Heritage” to enjoy the four minute “You Tube” clip. The theme of 
the Museum displays is very much Abingdon, from which you can see that they clearly have a sense of  
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An example for the Willis to follow? Bespoke modular display units in the refurbished Abingdon Museum 
 

 
the history of the place. The end result has to be seen to be believed and shows what can be achieved with 
a vision, careful project planning and management, coupled with a huge amount of work from committed  
and dedicated people. Their efforts have been rewarded by a 50% increase in visitor numbers. We would 
strongly recommend a visit. 
 
The second keynote presentation on the theme of “a place to discover” was from Tony Simmons, the 
Director of Combe Mill on the Blenheim Estate. This site served over many years as the estate saw mills, 
using both steam and water power, until abandoned in the 1960s. Again with a “sense of place”, a 
recognition of the community, educational and tourist merits of the site, its machinery and equipment, and 
with the backing of substantial heritage lottery funding a group of volunteers set out to re-create a 
working Victorian rural estate industrial museum in the renovated mill building. The original water wheel 
and beam engine are now back in working order; you can see the original Cornish boiler, and there are 
many demonstrations of bygone skills taking place in the pattern shop and forge, including 
demonstrations by a wheelwright. The museum also offers hands on activities to entertain and educate old 
and young alike, and the thoroughly researched stories of many individual employees of the time can be 
enjoyed. This presentation again demonstrated just what can be achieved with the right vision and 
determination by volunteers willing to invest a huge amount of time and effort into a project. Again this 
would appear to be a little known jewel really worthy of a visit.  
 
After an excellent buffet lunch and the visit to the Museum already mentioned the group re-convened for 
an Open Forum session facilitated by Colin Greig, Director of the Pendon Museum, at Long Wittenham, 
on the outskirts of Abingdon. This museum, through its railway based model layout, recaptures scenes of 
the English countryside in the 1920s and 1930s. Based on his own experiences Colin offered views, 
sometimes controversial, and by throwing questions and seeking opinions from the delegates he 
succeeded in effectively managing a discussion lasting an hour and a half. The debate ranged over such 
issues as the unique challenges of totally volunteer run community museums, the contribution of the 
museum to the local community, the need for “a sense of place” within the museum, recruiting museum  
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volunteers, the role of Friends groups, the relationship between Friends and Museum volunteers, 
publicity, the importance of good quality and regularly refreshed websites, alternative communication 
methods, involving the younger generations and capitalising on the new social media opportunities, 
recognising “the place in time” of your Museum, money issues, the importance of seeing your Museum as 
a business, raising your profile and reaching a wider audience by offering “prestige lectures”, and funding 
temporary  exhibitions often jointly with other heritage and historical groups.  An altogether thought 
provoking and stimulating discussion.  
 
The official formalities concluded at 4pm but for those still with time and stamina to spare the 
opportunity was offered to take part in a visit to the nearby Christ’s Hospital administered quadrangle of 
almshouses, for an address from a past “Master” in the ancient panelled meeting hall of the Long Alley 
block, lined with interesting portraits and artefacts, followed by a conducted tour of the unusual five aisle 
St Helen’s Parish Church dating back to Saxon times.  
 
This was a thoroughly worthwhile day with thoughts now directed at how practical it would be to visit 
Abingdon Museum, Combe Mill and Pendon Museum in a day. However having seen part of the town of 
Abingdon in its magical location on the banks of the Thames I reckon that Abingdon itself would offer 
sufficient for a day out, perhaps with a quick visit to Pendon en route.  Is this too far afield for a Friends 
outing?                                                                                                         
 
Editors’ comment: Could Abingdon’s experience suggest a way forward with our objective to refurbish 
the Time Tunnel?  
 

Air raid on Bath: a precious family letter rediscovered, by David Cawardine 
 
I and my family were brought up in Bath. During the 1939/45 war Bath was an “open city”, i.e. the 
Germans agreed not to bomb it because of its historical and architectural interest. We were undefended 
and had very few public shelters and no individual ones such as Andersen shelters. However we had 
many air raid warnings especially between 1941 and 1943 because the Germans often passed overhead 
on their way to bomb Bristol and Avonmouth, occasionally dropping a few bombs on Bath. Things 
changed dramatically in 1942 when in retaliation for the heavy bombing we were inflicting on the 
Germans at that time, they bombed three historic cities, Exeter, Canterbury and Bath. Exeter and 
Canterbury lost around 130 people each, but in Bath around 500 were killed. We suffered three raids in 
two nights in April and our family almost figured in the statistics of 500 killed, because four bombs 
landed very close to our house in the second raid. We all survived although our home was very badly 
damaged. Luckily it was a stone built Georgian house, so it didn’t fall down! 
 
A couple of weeks after the raids, my father asked my brother Tony, who was only twelve years old at the 
time, to write to his brother, our  uncle, who was a Baptist missionary in China to tell him what had 
happened in Bath and to us. Tony wrote a remarkably well-constructed and interesting letter, but it was 
returned by a censor. Thus it is that it survived, and it reappeared when my brother died recently. The 
letter is of course of great personal interest to our family, but I hope it will be of interest to a wider 
readership. 
                                                                                                          
                                                                                                          Entry Hill House,  
                                                                                                          Bath,  
                                                                                                          May 17th 1942                                                                                    
         
Dear Uncle, 
I expect you have heard of the air raids on Bath, so I am writing to tell you what happened and how we 
got on.  
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There were three air raids altogether, two on Saturday night, April 25th, and one on the following night. 
The siren sounded for the first raid at 11 o’clock. Mamma was in the bath and neither she nor Daddy took 
much notice. Soon, however, there were some bangs and Mamma got out of the bath. By the time she 
came along and woke us up the air raid was pretty well in full swing. As David and I dived under the 
beds, (Jane sleeps with Daddy and Mamma), we heard machine guns going as the planes dive bombed the 
city. We waited until a lull came, and then, emerging from under the beds, we grabbed our shoes and ran 
along to the other bedroom. Soon the raid was renewed so we went along to the lounge, which is pretty 
well underground. At that moment the people from the flats came down. I expect you have heard of the 
dividing of the house into flats from Daddy. There were fourteen of us in all, the three men standing in 
the passage, while the other eleven were all trying to get under a table 6’ X 4’. We couldn’t do that of 
course, but we all managed to get our heads under. The raid lasted for about two hours during which 
bombs were continually bursting. Every time one came nearer than usual, we heard a loud “woomph”, 
and some glass smashing. The “all clear” sounded at 1 o’clock, and with a huge sigh we went back to bed, 
not forgetting to put our shoes, dressing gowns and a blanket within easy reach. 
 
At half past four the same night the siren sounded again. We all went into Daddy’s bedroom again, 
thinking that they wouldn’t raid Bath again that night; soon, however, there were some more bangs and 
crashes, so we went along to the lounge. The raid went on for half an hour, when there was a lull. 
Suddenly we heard a plane diving, and we covered our ears up. A few seconds later there was a terrific 
crash. The shutters blew in, and bits of clay and stones came flying through the window. We were all 
covered with bits of glass and clay. One thing I shall always remember is the choking dust and the strong 
smell of wet earth. No more bombs fell, and the “all clear” sounded half and hour later. As soon as it was 
light we went out to find what had happened. We found that a stick of bombs had straddled the garden. 
The first had landed on some buildings above our garden, the second on the border between our garden 
and a field, the third on our fowls’ house, and the fourth on the garden next door. The bomb which landed 
on our fowls’ house was the biggest, making a crater 37 feet across.  
 
The damage done to the inside of the house and the garden was terrific. In the house, doors were blown 
off their hinges, windows were blown out, big holes were made in the roof, ceilings came down, 
plasterboard partitions were brought down, most of the crockery was smashed, and to finish it off, 
everything was covered with a layer of dust about and 1/8th of an inch thick. In the garden all the glass 
was blown off of the greenhouses, huge trees were snapped off, great holes were made in the roof of 
Daddy’s workshop, the fowls were killed, two of our six rabbits were killed, (they were next to the fowls’ 
house), and everything was covered with lumps of clay. One side of the house next door was blown out, 
but nobody was killed. The loss of the greenhouses was a big blow to us, as we had 1000 tomato plants 
growing there. At 6 o’clock we started to clear up the mess, and we still have not finished. 
 
At 7.30 on Sunday evening Auntie Rene, Uncle Jim and Pauline (the Millwaters) arrived, and suggested 
that we should sleep in the car out in the country that night. So we collected some pillows and blankets 
and went out on the Gloucester road. On the way we saw hundreds of people with cases going out into the 
fields. Some people very kindly gave us the front room in their cottage which is attached to Dyrham Park 
Nurseries for bombed out mothers and babies. Hearing bangs during the night we went out into the 
Nursery shelter. After a few hours, the noise having ceased, we went back to the cottage.  
 
When we returned to Bath the following day we found that the third raid had not been quite so heavy as 
the others. We went out every night for the following week but as nothing else happened we stayed at 
home and for the first time for over a week we slept in a bed!  
 
The damage done in Bath was terrific. Nine churches were destroyed, these being St James’s, St 
Andrew’s, St John’s, New King Street Church, Manvers Street Church, St Mary’s (Julian Road), 
Magdalen Chapel, St Alphage’s and one other which I cannot remember. The Assembly Rooms are burnt 
out, and Victoria Road is almost completely destroyed. Oldfield Park has received terrible damage.  
 



7 
 

We have been luckier than Auntie Gertie, Auntie Lottie and Auntie Fanny who have been bombed out. 
Auntie Fanny was dug out from under the stairs. They are all unhurt. Other people whom we know have 
also been bombed out.  
Daddy says that he is very sorry that he has not been able to write before as he has been so busy that he 
hasn’t had time.  
 
I hope you are keeping well, and Mamma and Daddy send their love to their Chinese cousins.  
 
Love from all, Tony 
 
PS. The ninth church destroyed was Holy Trinity. Daddy says the Manvers Street Church was not totally 
destroyed. There was great destruction in Kingsmead, including Fullers Works which were burnt out. 
 

 
 

Fairfields School, 1944-1953, by David Buckland (part two) 
 
Part one was featured in our September newsletter. Here David takes up the story again at a time when 
he was in Miss Russell’s class, 3A, which was held in the upstairs hall. 
 
Having a class of about 40 in a hall with two classrooms leading off was never easy, and pupils from 
other classes were not allowed to take short cuts through the hall. One day I remember two boys entering 
the hall carrying a desk and being ordered out again despite protests. About five minutes later they 
appeared again through the door at the opposite end of the hall, having taken the desk down one flight of 
stairs and up the next. They were, of course, trying to reach one of the internal classrooms, and Miss 
Russell was rather red- faced. I enjoyed the occasion, and we all had a good chuckle.  
 
From 3A I moved on to 4A and Mr John Carter. I enjoyed the time spent in his class, and although he 
seemed quite strict at times, he loved sport, and as this was my strong point, I got on well with him. At 
last I was able to play cricket and quickly found my way into the school team where I did quite well. Mr 
Carter preferred the summer sports to winter, but we played both.  We were often opposed by teams led 
by Mr Bichard who was a very fine sportsman who played cricket for Basingstoke and North Hampshire 
CC. Invariably Mr Bichard’s team won because he hated to be beaten at anything. Mr Carter was more 
placid but I am sure that he became more than a little fed up at times because I recall an unimportant class 
football match where Mr Bichard kept running through everybody and scoring goals. After one 
unfortunate lad had watched him run through without being able to stop him, an exasperated Mr Carter 
strode up to him, took a flying kick at the ball which sailed away into the allotments in Castle Field where 
we were playing and made the lad go and retrieve the ball.  
 
Mr Bichard, being a sports master, also took us for games of skittle ball in the school playground which 
was very enjoyable.  
 
4A was the first class which was all boys; all previous classes were mixed. Throughout my time at 
Fairfields, I was always in the A stream, which I have since decided was a mistake because the lower 
grades did many things that would have suited me far more. For example I didn’t have any opportunity 
for gardening, beekeeping or chicken rearing which I would have enjoyed had I been in Mr Jones’s class. 
The lower grades had more opportunity for music, which I thought was rather strange.  
 
I was encouraged to learn to play the violin under the direction of Miss Boyd, but I hated it and didn’t get 
very far. I would have liked to learn to play the piano, but didn’t have the chance. I think I learnt quite a 
lot whilst I was in 4A as Mr Carter was a very able teacher.  
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         David Buckland’s class in 1952. David is second from the right in the back row.  
 
My final year was spent in 5A, Mr Blunden’s class. I had always thought of him as a hard-looking strict 
disciplinarian, but beneath this awesome exterior was a very kind, gentle and clever teacher. He loved 
anything to do with nature study,  and I must confess that more than once during rather boring lessons 
someone might say that he had seen a flock of starlings on the telegraph wires on the way to school, and 
Mr Blunden would go to great lengths to explain why this was so. This trick was played many times, 
usually during maths lessons, and rarely failed.  
 
Mr Blunden’s speciality was mathematics, and I might have learnt something if I had spent more time 
with him, but for some strange reason I was selected to become one of two Stock Prefects, so much of my 
year was spent in the stockroom which was adjacent to Mr Littlefair’s office. My fellow prefect and I saw 
a lot of Mr Littlefair in that time, and sometimes saw a very different side of the man. For example he 
caught me once swinging from the bars of the shelter in the playground, which was a caning offence, but 
took no notice because he needed me to check some stock.  However, I felt that this was only fair because 
I received the cane on two occasions during my schooldays, and I was completely    innocent both times.  
 
Mr Littlefair was a master with his cane, which he always carried tucked inside his jacket.  He always 
drew it rather like a swashbuckling pirate, and being of rather short stature administered the punishment 
from the foot of his steps where he could gain height for a more accurate stroke. He was dead accurate 
with that cane, and never failed to find the joints in one’s hand, and it carried quite a sting, especially in 
cold weather.  
 
On another occasion I remember that my fellow stock prefect and I were alone in his office, which was 
very rare because Mr Littlefair or his secretary, Mrs Perry, were usually there. Suddenly a knock came at 
the door, and being in a rather mischievous mood I rang the bell on his desk which he used to admit 
anyone into his office. To our surprise Mr Littlefair himself marched in and with a cry of “Burglars, eh!” 
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proceeded to chase us round his desk in playful fashion. This was so unlike the man that it had to be seen 
to be believed, but it proved that he was human after all.  
 
He used to hide behind bushes in Castle Field to catch boys who might be tempted to watch cricket 
matches being played at May’s Bounty because we were not allowed to touch the dividing fence between 
the fields. When he caught an unsuspecting victim, he would blow a loud blast on his whistle, and beckon 
the offender towards him and utter the command that brought terror to the ears: “Go to the foot of my 
steps, boy, and wait for me.” 
 
During my last week at school I wanted to play cricket all the time, but he would lie in wait for me, and as 
I passed towards the exit, he would grab me by the collar and direct me to the stockroom to cut up soap or 
polish, or deliver pencils, pens and ink.  
 
I left Fairfields in Coronation Year and all pupils were presented with a book called “Elizabeth, our 
Queen” by Richard Dimbleby. 
 
During my final term our class visited Lansing Bagnall’s new factory in Kingsclere Road. At the time it 
only consisted of the main office block and one tin hut. How it has developed since then; I saw a lot of 
that, but that’s another story.  
 
The only other factory we visited was S R Verstage, the printers, which must have been an influence on 
one of my friends because he subsequently worked there for twenty years.  
 
We always very much enjoyed the nature walks that we participated in led by Mr Tappenden; at least we 
were led at first, but as the walk usually progressed (across Basingstoke Common golden with buttercups 
and humming with bees and butterflies) some of the boys would make their way ahead and arrive back at 
Fairfields long before Mr Tappenden steamed in rather red faced after his efforts. What a kind man he 
was, I remember, as also was his fellow woodworking teacher, Mr Holton. 
 
I cannot remember many important events during my schooldays. The Festival of Britain was held in 
1951, of course, but I cannot remember if anyone visited it.  
 
I do remember, quite clearly, the day in February 1952 when George VI died. I was standing by the 
hornbeam tree at the top of the playground when I noticed that the flag which always flew from the Town 
Hall clock tower was at half mast. Later I heard that the King had died in his sleep at Sandringham.  
 
I also remember an important royal tour taking place in the late forties, but little else. 
 

What’s on at the Willis 
 
Sainsbury Gallery: Lego Brick Masterpieces, by Duncan Titchmarsh, Now until 18 January 
 
An amazing display of custom made LEGO by the country’s only certified LEGO builder. The models on 
display will include Danebury Hill Fort (complete with round houses, fires, people and even a goat!), a 
Roman feast (on a full size LEGO table), a giant size sedan chair, the Floating Bridge from Southampton, 
and Portchester Castle.  
 
Sainsbury Gallery: The curious world of Becky Adams, 25 January to 22 March 
An intricate collection of work that explores the connection between text and textile. 
 
School half term drop in activities, 15 to 22 February FREE but donations appreciated 
Paper creations: See what you can create out of paper; Story Trail: Use our collections to create your 
own story 
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Craft Family Workshop 
19 February 10.30 am to 12.30 pm and 1.30 pm to 3.30 pm. FREE but donations appreciated. 
 
Archaeology Gallery:  Friends’ Talk: The false Messiah of Overton, by Bob Clarke 
20 February 7.30 sharp 
The fascinating story of how an Overton man managed to convince many people in the year 1650 that he 
was the Son of God. Bob fits him into the context of a number of religious radicals that were active 
during the interregnum. 
 
Basingstoke Gallery: Landmarks, by Dr Wayne Jefferson 22 February to 29 March  
Expressive all-on-canvas landscape paintings 
 
Archaeology Gallery: Friends’ Talk: John Arlott: his centenary, by Tim A rlott 20 March 7.30 sharp 
Who better to talk about one of Basingstoke’s most famous sons than his son? 
 
Sainsbury Gallery: Paul Kidby Discworld and Beyond, 5 April to 28 June 
The wonderful book covers and illustrations for Terry Pratchett’s novels including well-known characters 
like Rinceworld, the Wee Free Men and of course, Death. 
 
Basingstoke Gallery: Art from the heart  5 April to 10 May 
Exhibition of work by families supported by Sebastian’s Action Trust 
 
Archaeology Gallery: Friends’ talk: Winning World War I: the story of th e Hejaz Railway and 
Lawrence of Arabia, by Richard Tanner 17 April, 7.30 sharp 
Update your knowledge of one of the First World War’s most remarkable characters, famed for the 
breadth of his activities and associates, and for his ability to describe them in writing, and the subject of a 
famous 1962 film, starring the late Peter O’Toole.  
 
School holiday drop-in activity, 5 to 20 April  
Who am I? 
Piece together the life of a local Victorian. 
 

  
Tailpiece: Basingstoke’s Moot Hall stood on the corner of London Street and the Market Place roughly 

where Lloyd’s Bank is now. The later Town Hall, now The Willis Museum, replaced it.  


