
 

Pa
ge

1 

Friends of the Willis Museum 
Newsletter January 2020 

 
 
 

 
Committee members prepared and staffed the display pictured above at the Discovery Centre’s Local 
History day on October 19th. It highlighted the museum as an historic building, as a place to see 
important historic exhibits, and as a centre for research. A good level of interest was shown.  

 
‘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 £12. Visitor for one meeting £3  

Your committee: Derek Anthony (Chairman), David Wickens (Deputy Chairman and Programme Secretary) Shelagh 
le Marechal (Secretary); Howard Ray (Treasurer and Membership Secretary); Isobel Archer; Alistair Craig, (Website) 
John Hollands (Publicity and Newsletter); Barbara Johnson; Chris Pollard; Jenny Stevens (Venue Manager, ex officio).   

Contact us c/o the museum, or by email at enquiries@friendsofthewillis.org.uk  
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Chairman's Jottings, by Derek Anthony 

Welcome to the first Newsletter of the 2020s.  I do hope that you had an enjoyable and peaceful Christmas 
and New Year break. 

It is my sad duty to record the deaths of two members - Jennifer Towns and past chairman, Alan Roach.  
You can read more about Alan and his contribution to the "Friends" later in this Newsletter. 

Since October's Annual General Meeting your committee has been at full strength with 9 trustees (Derek 
Anthony, Isobel Archer, Alistair Craig, John Hollands, Barbara Johnson, Shelagh Le Marechal, Christopher 
Pollard, Howard Ray and David Wickens) plus Jenny Stevens (Venue Manager Basingstoke) who is ex officio 
a member of the committee. 

In this issue you will find a variety of very interesting articles and I would like to congratulate Jo Dotor and 
Simon Downham on having their first contributions published and to thank Graham Bennett for his 
invaluable advice to the editor when writing the article entitled "What lies beneath". 

I do hope that your committee will have the pleasure of welcoming you to another of our regular monthly 
meetings in the near future.  Our next speaker, in February, will be Peter Chamberlain talking about French 
prisoners of the Napoleonic Wars here in Hampshire.  More information about upcoming monthly 
meetings can be found on pages 13-14 of this newsletter. 

Don't forget that all FoWM members receive a 10% discount on teas and coffees in the Willis Museum cafe 
on production of their valid membership card. 

Finally there is a whole host of interesting and valuable information on the "Friends" website - 
www.friendsofthewillis.org.uk - and on the Willis Museum website - www.hampshireculture.org.uk/willis-
museum-and-sainsbury-gallery   Do have a look for yourselves 

Alan Roach, 1933-2019, by the editor 
 
Sadly, Alan died in October at the age of 86 after a long period of declining health that had kept him away 
from our meetings for a considerable time.  
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An administrative civil servant, and a man of many interests that 
included sport, gardening, bird watching and, above all perhaps, history, 
Alan was a Friend from the early days. He was also a keen member of 
the BAHS serving as that society’s chairman for some time, and an 
enthusiastic volunteer room guide at The Vyne.  
 
Alan was elected to our committee in 1997 and served as an effective 
Chairman from 2002 until 2009 when he resigned because of health 
issues. Friends of longer standing will remember the many meetings at 

which he officiated (whilst Doris took care of the raffle), and the varied articles he wrote for the newsletter 
including his thoughtful and perceptive “Chairman’s Jottings”. Often, he expressed the view that the 
museum’s “Story of Basingstoke” gallery needed a radical makeover as it left visitors with the “impression 
that they could be in any town anywhere” whilst some aspects of the town’s distinctive history were not 
given coverage they deserved. Many of us would agree.  
 
Preliminary work towards a makeover has now begun, and there is every sign that when the process is 
completed, we shall have a “Story of Basingstoke” display that Alan would be very pleased with.  
 
Our sincere condolences go to Alan’s widow Doris. 
 

Willis retains skittles trophy, by Derek Anthony 

The Friends of the Willis Museum (FoWM) beat the Friends of the Curtis Museum (FoCM) from Alton by 233 
points to 210 points in the latest of their biennial series of challenge matches and thus retained the trophy 
last competed for in 2017. 

In addition, our own Chris Pollard was crowned champion "skittler" with a total score of 27 over the three 
rounds, including one round of a magnificent 14 points. 

Right: Derek Anthony brandishes the winning 
team’s trophy, whilst the leader of the Curtis 
Museum team holds the losing team’s wooden 
spoon. 

This year it was the turn of the FoWM to 
organise the match, which was played at The 
Anchor pub in North Warnborough on Friday 
4th October.  Along with the match itself 11 
Friends from the Curtis Museum and 13 Friends     

from the Willis Museum took part in a raffle 
and enjoyed a hot and cold buffet supplied by 
the pub. 

Thanks are due to everyone who joined in and made the evening so enjoyable. 

The next match, due to take place in 2021, will be organised by the Friends of the Curtis Museum at a skittle 
alley of their choosing.  
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From the Old to The New - Memories of a Basingstoke Bike Ride (Part 1),                            
by Simon Downham 

He was addressed as "Your Honour" when sitting at Basingstoke Magistrates Court but calling him "Sir" was 
sufficient for his pupils during his teaching career. When he wore the gold and blue shirt of Basingstoke 
Town, he was the “Camrose Favourite" to those admiring his speed and determination on the ball. Yet to me 
he was just "Dad", my Dad. 

In 1961, my boyish excitement abounded when Dad fixed a miniature saddle and stirrups to his bicycle 
crossbar. Now, I could ride with him to Grandad's house in the town! Come and join us on the ride back 
home and share in some reflections on my memories as a child nearly 60 years ago. 

The journey starts at Grandfather's house in Victoria Park Road, which, complete with all its terraced houses 
was destined to destruction when the locals were informed about the plans for an "Expanded Town". The 
promise, or perhaps threat, came true. Much of Old Basingstoke was flattened and redeveloped to 
accommodate the "London Overspill". As a result, my Dad lost his boyhood haunt, his parents’ house in 
Victoria Park Road. All that remains is one word, “Park", as in "Castons Car Park" which sits on the same site 
today. 

For many locals, the New Town Planning felt like an unforgiving beast clawing and chewing away at the fabric 
of the community and leaving an unrecognisable carcass. However, our fond memories cannot be devoured. 
They are very much alive and still cherished.  

My Grandad was a widower who associated with the group belonging to the Moose Hall in Church Street. 
He was employed as a foreman at Percy E. Fisher (leather works) up the Kingsclere Road, cycling there and 
back twice daily, because in those days you came home for dinner. For me, his house was a wonderland and 
a playground.   

Grandad patiently indulged me. I was permitted to rifle through his bureau drawers to discover and play 
with various new objects, coins, medals, old marbles 
(or alleys as he called them) and all manner of novel 
items. This took place in the living-cum-dining room 
where the tin bathtub sat once a week in front of the 
coal fire for his customary bath. Sometimes Grandad 
cooked me dinner or tea - there was no such thing as 
lunch - and it was always tomato soup with lots of toast. 
The slices of toast came with a distinct burnt aroma, 
unique to my Grandad’s toasting method. Nearby, a 
few steps took us down into the scullery with its larder 
and the door leading into a tiny back garden. The 
garden shed overflowed with a heap of musty brown 
and grey items just left to rot it seemed. But there was 
a prize, a rusty soldier's helmet from the First World 
War. Grandad fought in the trenches in France. He 
volunteered aged 17 which was a year below the 
minimum required. Caught up in the jingoism of the old 
empire, he lied about his age. Despite the horrors he 
survived and returned, apparently unscarred. Once, in 
my naive innocence I expectantly inquired, “How many 
Germans did you shoot Grandad?”, to which his 
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puzzling reply was, “I shot more French than Germans”. I would love to cross-examine him now and 
understand the meaning of that statement but the chance has long gone.  

The outside toilet - the only toilet - had a metal chain that was most satisfying to flush. Even though our 
modern house in Southam had an inside toilet with a handle for flushing, Mum and Dad would always cry 
out to me, "have you pulled the chain"?   

The front room of the old house, faced onto the road. It was rarely used but I do recall my Dad plinking a 
simple tune on the piano that sat against one wall. He tried to teach it to me, but in doing so I learned very 
early in life that I had no musical talent whatsoever. The room itself felt cold and rather bare, making it 
somehow alien to the rest of the house. The creepy looking object perched on top of the piano didn't help. 
Years later I recognised what it must have been, a souvenir ski and boot - someone must have visited Austria 
or Switzerland. 

Dad occasionally shared the tales of when he was a wartime schoolboy. Food was in short supply and 
rationing made times hard. During the second war Dad attended Fairfields School which was barely a minute 
by foot up the road. His Mum came to him at play times and passed sandwiches to him through the bars of 
the school railings. I suppose this either made him the envy of others or possibly their best friend if he shared 
his tuck. Another tale relates how Dad had a pal called Ken Stevens. Ken's father was a shopkeeper who 
stored some of his stock in his garden shed. At times when the shop was busy, the two boys would secretly 
gain access to the shed. Armed with a can opener they would help themselves to several tins of fruit – a real 
luxury in those days. Apparently, the old chap never found out! 

Continuing our journey, Dad will pedal us up Victoria Park Road towards Fairfields School onto Southern 
Road, taking us down Bounty Road and Hawkfield Lane. Maybe you’ll join us for the next stage of the ride? 

.......................................................................................................................................................... 

The picture produced in 1965 by artist, Diana Stanley* shows the point of view from Fairfields School 
playground. To the right of All Saints Church we get a glimpse of Victoria Park Road.  

My Mother purchased this picture for my Father because it charmingly captured his childhood memories. It 
still hangs in her living room where she resides these days as a widow in the village of Sidford. 

 *Diana Stanley was commissioned to record key aspects of the "Old Basingstoke" before the town was 
redeveloped. 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

In search of the Holy Grail, by Jo Dotor 

Last year I visited two cities in Spain, both of which claim to have the Holy Grail. As a child I loved the 
Arthurian legends and so I was immediately interested in finding out more about these precious and 
venerated objects. I was also intrigued to learn that there was more than one grail in Spain alone, and that 
led me to think how many other claimants there might be. 

Once I started research for this article, I immediately realised how limited my own knowledge was and I had 
to resist the temptation to follow every lead that the internet gave me. This article is therefore one of general 
interest, concentrating on personal experience with no pretensions to be academic. If readers are interested 
in looking at the places mentioned then the internet will provide pictures of the Grails discussed. 

According to Wikipedia the term Holy Grail is often used to mean an “elusive object or goal”. The Arthurian 
legends were of great interest in medieval times and many stories were told across Europe about the court 
of King Arthur and the Knights’ search for the Holy Grail. In the late twelfth century a link began to be 
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established between the Holy Grail that was an object of quest for the Arthurian Knights and the chalice 
used by Jesus to drink at the Last Supper.  

Legend has it that Joseph of Arimathea who was present at the Crucifixion caught some of Christ`s blood in 
a chalice and this subsequently became known as the Holy Grail. 

It would appear that the terms “grail” and “chalice” began to be used to refer to the same object. There are 
therefore two pathways one could follow in a search for the Holy Grail, that of the Arthurian legends and 
that of Joseph of Arimathea and other figures who, it is claimed, actually had the “Grail” and transported it 
out of the Holy Land. This article will focus on the second of these pathways and briefly investigate two 
claimants to Holy Grail status. 

Valencia Cathedral. 

Valencia Cathedral in Spain is a beautiful gothic building with many treasures to admire.  

One of its chapels, not far from the main entrance, and potentially easily missed is the “Holy Chalice Chapel” 
and in this reasonably large chapel can be found a large, well illuminated glass cabinet which contains the 

Valencian Santo Caliz or Holy Grail.   

The actual grail or bowl is made of highly polished dark brown agate; this stone 
is said to be found in the Holy Land. The stem and base are a later addition of 
gold decorated with pearls and gems, Islamic in style and dating from the 
medieval period. The legend associated with the grail in Valencia says that it is 
the cup used at the Last Supper and that it was taken to Rome by Saint Peter 
(Joseph of Arimathea plays no part in this story) where it was used by Popes up 
until Pope Sixtus 11 who died in 258 AD. It was then taken to Spain by Saint 
Lawrence. After its arrival in Spain it had a varied history, being hidden 
somewhere in the Pyrenees, travelling to Huesca then to Aragon where it is 
mentioned in court archives. In the fifteenth century the King of Aragon either 
sold or gave the grail to the city of Valencia as a payment of debt. 

In 1916 it was placed in its own chapel in Valencia Cathedral and so became 
more visible to the public and more widely known. The Vatican has designated 
Valencia as “A city of the Holy Grail”. Popes John Paul 11 and Pope Benedict both 
used the chalice when celebrating the Eucharist during their respective visits to 
Valencia. It is also used on special days throughout the year. 

Basilica de San Isidro Leon  

The Holy Grail in Leon is not in the cathedral as one might have expected. It is 
housed in one of the churches along the Camino de Santiago. It is not a 
particularly interesting church, but it is the only one I have seen with radiators 
under the pews to warm the pilgrims! The church has a wonderful museum at 
the rear of the building, accessed via a separate entrance. The museum is well 
worth visiting even if you do not want to see the Chalice as it has a chamber filled 
with amazingly well-preserved medieval wall paintings.  

Until recently the chalice was known as the Chalice of Dona Urraca but in 2014 
two Spanish historians published a book claiming it was the Holy Grail. Immense 
controversy has surrounded this claim, as can be imagined. 

This Photo by Unknown 
Author is licensed under CC 
BY-SA 

This Photo by Unknown Author is 
licensed under CC BY-SA 
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Their research into the provenance of Dona Urraca`s Chalice was sparked off by the discovery of a parchment 
at Cairo`s University of al-Azhar. This led to the finding that the chalice had been given to King Fernando of 
Leon, father of Dona Urraca, by a Muslim Emir and had been in Leon since the eleventh century. The chalice 
is dated to between 200 BC and 100 AD. 

Following the publication of the new findings visitor numbers were such that the actual relic had to be 
rehoused. It is now located in a large glass cabinet in the centre of a reasonably sized room, it is easy to walk 
around and study closely. It is made of onyx, agate and gold with jewels. It is comprised of two goblets, one 
inverted on top of the other via the central stem. According to the recent research the top one is the actual 
cup used by Christ.  

So how many Holy Grails are there in the world?  

Quick research provides the following places in the United Kingdom alone, Glastonbury, the Rosslyn Chapel 
and the Nanteos Cup in Rhydyfelin Wales. According to one website there are 200 places in Europe including 
Mont Segur in France and the Genoa Chalice in Italy. 

The Chalice certainly seems to get around, even today, so maybe we should not be surprised that the original 
one -if in fact it existed at all- made its way from the Holy Land to so many different places, affected so many 
people and took on so many different forms. 

What lies beneath, by John Hollands with Graham Bennett 

Graham Bennett, a geologist whom we have helped with some local history enquiries has kindly given the 
Willis’s resources collection two maps; one is an up to date geological map of the UK with an attached 
geological time chart; the other is a copy of the Geological Survey of Great Britain Sheet 284, Basingstoke. 
Both are now available for you to see on request at the Willis; I think you will find them very interesting.  
 
Graham also drew my attention to an interesting series of papers that can be freely downloaded from the 
internet. Produced by Hampshire County Council under the series title “Landscape Characterisation Areas”, 
the papers describe parts of the county “where a combination of factors such as topography, vegetation 
pattern, land use and cultural associations combine to create an area with a distinct and recognisable 
character.” The Basingstoke area is covered by paper 8b “Basingstoke Open Down”, a copy of which I have 
printed for the resources collection. 
 
Thirdly Graham has helped me with the rather rambling essay that follows in which (knowing little about 
geology) I have set down some reactions to these fascinating maps and this very interesting paper. If you 
find any factual errors in what follows, they will be mine and not his! 
 
The scale of the Basingstoke area map is 1: 50, 000 or rather larger than one mile to the inch.  On it the town 
sits in the middle of an area stretching to just beyond Bramley to the north, and Lasham to the south. 
Eastwards the area covered extends to Crookham Village and westwards to just short of Overton. 
Superimposed on an Ordnance Survey map that has been lightly printed in black and white, a range of 
colours linked to a key show the surface geology of each part of the area. The sheet also includes geological 
sections across the area. These show the undulating profile of the landscape and the strata beneath the 
surface stratum. There are detailed marginal notes. The map clearly shows that the geological structure of 
this quite small area of Britain is really quite complicated.  
 
You will see that most of Basingstoke and its immediate surroundings is in a light green signifying that it lies 
on “upper chalk,” the topmost of a group of layers called “cretaceous rock”.  If you live in the town you will 
probably be only too aware of chalky soil in your garden, as am I in Winklebury. (Graham has advised that 
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chalk comes under the heading of “solid” geology whereas material that has moved belongs under the 
heading of “drift” geology.)  
 
That said, the map indicates that in some parts of the town this chalky soil is “loamy” – my dictionary defines 
“loam” as “a natural mixture of clay and sand with some animal and vegetable matter” - and that it is “clayey” 
in other districts. (Do you live in a loamy or clayey part of town? The map will tell you.) Graham suggests that 
if so, you are probably living at the bottom of a slope down which this other material has drifted. Or you may 
not have this kind of soil at all: in a few areas the topsoil consists of “clay with flints”, which the map tells us 
has also arrived where it is by “drift”  
 
Looking at the diagram which Graham has kindly provided, you will see that chalk where it exists underlies 
clays of the “Tertiary Period” and is therefore older.  In the Basingstoke area most of this clay has been worn 
away - geologists say “denuded” - whereas further to the south, the chalk itself has been worn away to reveal 
other layers beneath it.  
 
Frequent references to flints on the map caused me to ask Graham about the stones I am always digging up 

in my garden. I 
have noticed three 
distinct types; see 
the photo below. 
Graham explained 
that they are all 
flints: The knobbly 
lump that is A, had, 
he explained, been 
in the ground for a 
(geologically) long 
time, its edges 
having been 
rounded by the 
action of 
percolating ground 
water; the flatter, 
more angular B, he 
said, had been 
encased in moving 

ice, whilst examples C owed their well-rounded shape to having been carried along by moving water, an 
explanation that made good sense to me as our garden is virtually at the bottom of a dip between two hills.  
I referred to them as “pebbles” but Graham told me that to a geologist they are “gravel”, medium to coarse 

gravel because of their size. 
 
The map shows that there is one further type of 
topsoil (more correctly “geological outcrop”) in 
parts of the town. On each side of the River 
Loddon there is a band of “alluvium” deposited 
by the river itself. The notes on Sheet 284 
describes the alluvium as “grey or brown” and 
commonly consisting of “calcareous loams and 
silty, shelly clay”. In geological terms alluvium is 
recent. It was being laid down in the late 
Pleistocene era 20,000 years ago, when the A B C 
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mammoth whose tusk is on display in our Archaeology Gallery met its death in what is now North 
Warnborough. The tusk was discovered in 1973 at a depth of 10 feet when a farm drainage ditch was being 
dug in alluvium close to the River Whitewater. When you next see this exhibit, have a look at the socket; this 
must have been jagged originally, but it has been worn comparatively smooth by the river water. 
 
All this is not to say that every Friend has a home on one of the geological outcrops mentioned so far. If you 
live in Hook for example or even as close as Old Basing you are likely to be on clay, about which more later. 
The map will show you.  
 
Landscape Area Characterisation 8b “Basingstoke Open Down” which covers “the shallow bowl at the 
headwater of the River Loddon” in which the town lies, points out  that the underlying chalk is not conducive 
to a dense growth of trees, therefore creating open downland, something Thomas Hardy picked up on in 
Jude, the Obscure where he named  the town “Stoke Barehills”,  and so in his turn did Peter Parkinson in the 
design of one of his bronze plaques on the Basingstoke Triumphal Gateway.  This open landscape was 
conducive to human settlement from in the Mesolithic period onwards. Thus, the Archaeology Gallery 
exhibits a fine collection of Neolithic worked flints gathered locally by George Willis and his friends.  
 
When you examine Sheet 284 you cannot miss seeing a striking change just north of the town. Running right 
across the map from north west to south east is a narrow stratum just a few hundred yards wide, known as 
“Reading beds”. Graham’s diagram makes clear why this is so narrow; in effect it is just an oblique cross 
section - and beyond that a wider outcrop of London Clay. “Reading Beds” consist of “lenticular mottled clays 
and sands”, whilst London Clay is a “stiff bluish clay which becomes brown when weathered” and has 
“supported a thriving brick industry.” (Both Wikipedia). This juxtaposition shows up even more clearly on 
the geological map of the whole UK that Graham has donated. This makes it abundantly clear that in 
geological terms Basingstoke is very much a frontier town. 
 
It is of course this striking juxtaposition of chalk and clay that has much to do with the development of 
Basingstoke as a market town.  Historically the clay soils were most suited to cattle grazing, whilst the chalk 
soil was more suited to sheep and to the growing of cereal crops, making Basingstoke a convenient place for 
farmers from the two areas to come together and exchange produce.   
 
What lies beneath not only determined two types of agriculture in or close to the Basingstoke area: it also 
led to two different extractive industries. Agricultural lime from local chalk quarries was used by farmers to 
condition hard-to-work clay soils not far away. It was also used to some extent as a building material. Friends 
on the party visit to the Calleva Atrebatum excavations last July were able to handle small blocks of recently 
excavated chalk that had been used in the making of mosaic floors. More importantly local chalk quarries 
have been a source of large flints used for building since ancient times, as for example in the construction of 
St Michael’s Church, whilst the surviving walls of Calleva Atrebatum are a reminder of its use in Roman 
Britain. Flint was also much in evidence on our July 2019 visit in the excavated walls in the ancient town’s 
public baths area.  
 
Without knowing its exact location until I started work on this article, I had often seen - and been rather 
puzzled by - references to the “Steam Dell”, an old chalk pit off Reading Road, in which was located the steam 
engine that pumped up the water for the town’s supply that became so devastatingly contaminated with 
sewage in 1905 leading to the major typhoid epidemic. I now know that this was actually very close to the 
town centre at the back of where the former IBM building now stands.  
 
From chalk to clay: clay pits in the London Clay not far from the town have also been a major source of 
building material since ancient times. The bricks that were used to build Basing house and then re-used after 
its destruction to build other houses in the village all originated from clay pits nearby. Bricks were still also 
being produced in the nineteenth century from clay pits within the confines of the village, and their warm 
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red colour due to an admixture of iron pyrites and selenite with the clay so impressed the great architect Sir 
Edwin Lutyens (1869-1944) that he acquired an interest in the Daneshill Brickworks, and used the bricks that 
it produced in the construction of many important public buildings in London and elsewhere. He particularly 
valued the thin Tudor style bricks that could be made there. These were used in the construction of Daneshill 
House (1903) that he designed for Walter Hoare, his business partner in the brickworks. He also designed 
Daneshill Cottage and The Old Lodge east of Daneshill Drive, again using his locally produced bricks, whilst 
another important example of his work is the former brickworks office (also c. 1903) with its lively moulded 

brick details and splendid chimneys, an 
intentional showpiece for the works and its 
range of products. Left: The Daneshill 
Brickworks Office on a picture postcard 
published by the company (Alastair Blair 
collection). 
 He created a second temporary version of 
this building for a national building 
exhibition at Olympia in 1905. 
 
Other local buildings constructed with 
Daneshill bricks include the former Post 
Office in New Street, and the gateway to 
War Memorial Park.  

 
As Prof. Mike Fulford made clear in his talk to the Friends last year and was able to show us on our recent 
visit to the excavations, clay bricks and tiles bearing the impress of the Emperor Nero were extensively used 
in the construction of Calleva Atrebatum. The Professor’s work has shown that all or many of these 
originated from ancient clay pits at what is now Little London.  
 
Something that struck me on our visit to the excavations is that remains that must once have been above 
ground now lie several feet below the surface. The cause, I have since learned, is a natural build-up of soil 
that occurs on undisturbed sites due to weather action, the spread of vegetation and the action of 
earthworms, a process that can be seen in action on a neglected garden path.  This build-up can amount to 
as much as two inches a year.  
 
My thanks to Graham Bennet for both donating the maps that I hope you will want to see and for assisting 
with my attempts to scratch the surface of this very interesting subject. Graham will be happy to maintain 
his association with us, so if you have any questions about the geology of the local area, about which he is, 
as he put it, “reasonably knowledgeable”, please let me have them to forward to Graham for replies for 
future publication in this newsletter.  In the meantime, if you are unfamiliar with the maps Graham has 
donated and would like to study them, please ask to see them when you are next at the Willis.  
 

A Gothic Scene at Eastrop, by Bob Clarke 

It was a dark and gloomy November night. A crowd of people had gathered at Eastrop graveyard. The 
crowd grew larger as the news spread that there was a strange sight to be seen. In the lane, outside the 
graveyard gate stood a horse and an open cart. In the back of the cart, lying in full view, was the dead 
body of a man.   

David Neville was employed by Sir Richard Bethell, the Attorney-General, who had rented Hackwood House 
from Lord Bolton.  David Neville was responsible for managing the whole of the stock in Hackwood Park. He 
had to sell some of the stock occasionally, and account for the money to Sir Richard. He had lately been in 
the habit of drinking, but had never been incapable of doing his job. However, on his last accounting day he 
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was unable to produce his account, but he agreed to settle with Sir Richard the following Sunday, the 8th of 
November 1857. 

On the night before he was due to settle his accounts, he went out and did not return until after his wife 
went to bed. When she got up, she left him in bed. About a quarter past seven he asked his daughter the 
time and soon afterwards went out. As he did not come in at all during the morning, his wife asked his 
daughter to look for him.   

At about midday, the daughter went to the paddock-house and found the door partly open. She went inside 
and saw her father hanging by his neck. She called for her mother and then they both called for assistance. 
Thomas Masters, the groom, came and cut the rope, but David Neville was dead and cold. 

An inquest was held the following day which concluded that David Neville killed himself because he was 
unable to pay the sum due to Sir Richard. As there was no evidence of insanity, the jury returned a verdict 
of Felo de se, which is Latin for “felon of himself”, which meant an illegal act of murder. 

Suicide was traditionally viewed as an act against God who gave the person life. It was caused by the 
instigation of the Devil, who compelled the person to commit self-murder. Because of the nature of their 
sin, such people were denied a Christian burial. As they were denied the requirements for a heavenly 
afterlife, this raised the possibility that their spirits would remain earthbound and would haunt the living. 
This is why suicides were buried at the crossroads, to confuse the ghost as to which direction to follow. To 
make doubly sure that the dead would not rise again, a stake was thrust through their heart.  

It is thought that the last suicide to be buried at the crossroads was one Abel Grittiths in June 1823 at Pimlico 
near where Victoria coach station is now. The Burial of Suicide Act, later that year, abolished the practice 
and specified that those found guilty of Felo de se should be buried in a graveyard between the hours of 9 
p.m. and midnight without any Christian ceremony.  

In line with the 1823 Act the coroner issued a warrant for David Neville to be interred at Eastrop churchyard 
between the hours of nine and twelve that night (Monday, 9 November 1857) without the performance of 
any funeral ceremony. Before a boundary change in 1879, part of Hackwood Park formed a detached portion 
of the civil parish of Eastrop.     

According to the Reading Mercury, “a most extraordinary scene occurred at Eastrop Churchyard”. The dead 
man was taken from Hackwood to Eastrop in an open cart, dressed in the clothes he died in. When the cart 
arrived at the graveyard, Henry Portsmouth, one of the churchwardens, refused to allow the body to be 
buried unless it was placed in a coffin. There was a bit of a standoff until someone agreed to construct a 
makeshift coffin. The cart with the body in the back was left in the lane from nine o’clock with “a large crowd 
soon gathering” until half-past eleven when the coffin was finally made. It appears that the coffin was too 
small: 

When the coffin - a few boards loosely put together - was made, the body was taken from the cart by 
the light of a few lanterns, and with great difficulty placed in it, and it was nailed down and lowered 
into the grave. The horrible sight had such an effect on the brother of the deceased, who was present, 
that he immediately fell into a fit, thus increasing the distressing and dreadful character of the scene. 
(Reading Mercury 14 November 1857) 

Luckily all this took place in November, when the weather was not so hot. 
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Hackwood Park: a reminiscence, by Colin Williams 
 

Prompted by in-house adverse comment on having seven shelves of books with a magnetic attraction to 
dust, something had to be done. Scrutiny revealed two copies of the same book namely Christie’s auction 
catalogue for the sale of the contents of the Hackwood Park house. As an indication of good intent one copy 
had to be sacrificed. 

Flicking through the pages, the ‘lots’ pictured and described 
therein were a reminder of those few days over twenty years ago 
when Basingstoke witnessed the disappearing into history of a 
great English country house. 
 
The last of the Berrys 
For a most useful overall history of the estate that written by 
Brian Spicer can be found on the FoWM website; but here 
particular interest lies in the Berry family ownership from 1935 
when Sir William Berry [later Viscount Camrose] bought the 
estate. He and later family members were proprietors and 
editors of the Daily Telegraph. On his death the estate passed to 
his son John [2nd Viscount Camrose]; and on his death his widow 
Joan retained a life interest in the estate till her death in 1997. 
There being no children of the marriage, John’s brother William 
[3rd Viscount Camrose] inherited. He looked to market the estate 
as an entity but having attracted insufficient interest decided to 
sell the contents of the house as a first step towards eventual 
disposal of the estate. 
 

The Catalogue 
Christie’s having been appointed as auctioneers a catalogue became available. The cost? I don’t recall, not 
pennies, but would it not be an investment in itself? My copy arrived: 500 pages and c.5lb in weight! Then a 
second copy arrived; what to do?  
 
Viewing days 
On Viewing Days access to the house was patrolled by a line of Christie’s staff. [In 1998 they could still be 
described as slim, attractive and stylishly dressed young ladies.] One approached me, commented that I had 
a catalogue and enquired whether I would be bidding. Under her gaze, yes, I would be. I mentioned the 
second catalogue: her response was a smile and a shrug so presumably not something on her Q & A script. 
Next a more difficult question: what would be my limit; my response [very hypothetical] of £500 was 
acceptable and, once my credit card details had been taken, I was admitted to the house, still humping both 
catalogues. [£500! A reminder of changes since 1998: a married couple’s state retirement pension was 
£103.40 a week, and the average price of a pint of bitter was £1.70.] 
 
Entry was allowed for wandering around the house at will, viewing of the lots including the guarded silver 
room, and an opportunity to gauge - overhear – other viewers’ reactions. These comments suggested that 
provenance would add a significant premium even for mundane, below-stairs, lots. 
 
The Sale 
The actual auction was spread over the three days 20-22 April. The house was thronged and bidding fierce 
with prices realised generally well above estimate. The most expensive lot ‘A Regency Brass Inlaid Rosewood 
Library Desk’ estimated at £100,000-£150,000 went for £254,500 [add to that Buyer’s Premium]; however, 
‘A Quantity of Wooden Coat Hangers’ estimate £30-£50 could be had at £92. My £500 went untested 
although ‘A Stained Beech Easy Chair’ at £1 might have tempted. The total raised by the sale was £6,763,418. 
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Was the catalogue itself a worthwhile investment? Not recalling the original price that’s an unknown; 
Amazon has it at £15-£20 so unlikely. Whatever, it is a fascinating piece of local history. And the copy being 
let go?  Gone to The Vyne bookshop to help preserve that English country house.  
The Willis has a copy of the catalogue in the Reference Collection. Editor. 
 

Your attention is drawn to “The Grapes” inn sign, by Alistair Craig 
 

The green tiled pub sign on the Willis’s first 
floor landing adorned the front of The 
Grapes public house at 37 Wote Street. 
When the building was demolished to 
make way for the new town centre 
development, it was saved and acquired 
by the Willis Museum. The information 
board gives details about it and its 
manufacture. 
 
By the second half of the nineteenth 
century Basingstoke had many pubs and 
four breweries. The Wote Street Brewery, 
first established in 1843, was one of these. 
The retail outlet of the brewery became 
“The Grapes” in 1859 when it was 
acquired by John Burton. 
 
In 1878 the brewery and public house 
were sold to the Barrett family who 
already owned one of the other breweries 
in the town, The Pear Tree Brewery which 
they then closed and transferred its 
operations to Wote Street. 

At that time Basingstoke had 54 pubs and beer houses for a population of approximately 5600. This gives 
103 persons per pub, or about 28 males per pub, and some of those did not drink. This was the high point 
for the number of pubs. By the early 20th century the influence of the Temperance Movement saw pub 
licences being refused and by 1912 there were 43 pubs serving an increased population of 11540. (Now the 
number of pubs has declined much further despite the huge increase in population, though the number of 
licensed restaurants has increased. Editor) 
 

What’s on at the Willis 
 
Now until Sat Feb 8 Simply pen and ink: an exhibition by local artist JJ Howson, Basingstoke Gallery 
“I try various subjects and sometimes just let a drawing develop by starting at the front and working to the back with 
no pre-conceived plan. Occasionally I try some colour work but I am happiest with black and white. My model boats 
are a spin-off from railway modelling. It is a challenge to work in three dimensions and to such a small scale.” 
 
Sat Jan 18 – Sat Apr 18. Microsculpture: The insect portraits of Levon Biss, Sainsbury Gallery 
The startling photography of Levon Biss reveals the astonishing and stunning detailed form of insects with breath-
taking clarity. Alongside these exquisite photographs will be a rare opportunity to view a select display of insects 
from the outstanding display of insects cared for by Hampshire Cultural Trust, and to learn about Hampshire’s own 
local naturalist hero Gilbert White. For families there will be a fun interactive area in the gallery where your budding 
science enthusiast can carry out lots of bug related fun experiments and activities. 
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(There will be associated family activity throughout the exhibition especially during the February school half term 
and Easter holidays. Call in for details nearer the time, or look out for announcements on the museum website.) 
 
Thu Feb 20 at 7.30 pm. Friends’ Meeting: Napoleon’s lost soldiers and seamen: French Prisoners of War in 
Hampshire, by Peter Chamberlain, Archaeology Gallery 
Thousands of captured French soldiers and seamen were imprisoned in Hampshire. Paul looks at places where they 
were imprisoned, what their lives in captivity were like, and how and when they were released. 
 
Sat Feb 29 - Sat 4 Apr Exhibition by BCoT students, Basingstoke Gallery 
 
Thu Mar 19: Friends’ Meeting: Castles in the air: bizarre Victorian inventions, by Nick Brazil, Archaeology Gallery 
From an aerial city suspended by balloons (Wow!) to a dog-powered sewing machine (Wow! Wow!)   
 
Thu Apr 16 at 7.30 pm: Friends’ meeting: Arson in his Majesty’s Dockyards – the story of “John the painter”, by Alan 
Turton, Archaeology Gallery 
Our well-known member reveals the story of James Aitken, arguably Britain’s first home-grown terrorist, whose 
many crimes included arson in Portsmouth Dockyard. He met his end there, too. 
 
Sat Apr 25 to Sat 13 June: West Berkshire and North Hampshire Open Galleries Exhibition, Basingstoke Gallery. 
A selling exhibition of art for every taste. 
 
Tue Apr 28 to Sat 11 July: The Wonderful World of the Ladybird Book artists, Sainsbury Gallery 
Uncover the story of the talented artists that illustrated these books for more than 20 years. 
 
Thu May 21: The Victoria Cross Awards to the Hampshire Regiment in World War I by Nick Saunders, Archaeology 
Gallery.  
About the three Victoria Crosses awarded to soldiers of the Hampshire Regiment and the astonishing acts of bravery 
involved. Your next newsletter issued. 
 
Exciting exhibitions further ahead in the Sainsbury Gallery 
 
Sat July 18 to Sat Oct 10: Mythomania, by artist Ian Kirkpatrick. Two dimensional and large-scale sculptural 
work alluding to ancient monuments, dragons and robots! 
Sat Oct 17 to Sat 16 Jan 2021: Sunday Times Watercolour Competition. This popular exhibition will return 
for its first showing outside London. 

What’s on at the BAHS 
 

Meetings will be held at Church Cottage on the following Thursdays starting at 7.30 pm.  Admission is free to BAHSmembers 
and £3 for non-members.  Contact:  Penny Martin, secretary 01256 321423  secretary@bahsoc.org.uk 

 
 Feb 13: Islands of stone: Neolithic Crannogs in the Outer Hebrides, by Duncan Carrow, Reading University 
Mar 12: Mino-Tourism: the representation of the palace at Knossos, Crete on early postcards, by Kay Soar, 
Winchester University 
Apr 9: The influence of the Church on the emergence of North Hampshire towns, by Derek Spruce  
May 14: The Mapledurwell Treasure: its place among the spoil hoards of the English Civil War, by Barrie Cook, 
British Museum.  
 
 

 


