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Not long now to when we can re-acquaint ourselves with “Fred”, as he is affectionately known to Willis staff and 
volunteers, and his waxwork re-incarnation can tell us his story once more. See this issue’s “Your attention is 
drawn...” feature. 

 
‘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); Isobel Archer; Alistair Craig, (Website) John Hollands 
(Publicity and Newsletter); Barbara Johnson (Membership Secretary); 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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From the Chairman, Derek Anthony 

Welcome to our May Newsletter.  I do hope that you are keeping well and have been receiving the call to 
be vaccinated. 

First of all, it is my sad duty to report the death of one of our honorary members, Margaret Wren.  
Margaret, the wife of founder-member Derek Wren, died on 17th April after a short illness. 

As you may already know the Willis Museum will open its doors once more on Friday 28th May, again 
operating a booking system.  Initially the Museum will be open from 10am to 4pm on Fridays, Saturdays 
and Sundays only.  The first exhibition in the Sainsbury gallery will be devoted to French artist Henri 
Matisse.  All of this and much more can be found on the Willis Museum website. 

I hope that those of you who have access to the internet have been enjoying our Zoom monthly meetings.  
I am very grateful to committee members Alistair Craig, who looks after the technical side of Zoom, and 
David Wickens, who has engaged some very entertaining speakers who were happy to present via Zoom.  
The May, June and July meetings will also be held via Zoom. 

Your committee wishes to return to face-to-face meetings in the Museum as soon as it is safe to do so and, 
of course, depending upon government restrictions and Willis Museum policies.  The committee is also 
looking into the possibility of holding an out-door visit sometime in late July or August.  Once we have 
more information on all of these matters we will, of course, be in touch to bring you up-to-date.      

From the Venue Manager, Jenny Stevens 
Dear all,  
 
As ever I hope this finds you and your families well and starting to enjoy the “spring” despite the rather 
cold weather. 
 
As things stand at the moment all is looking very positive for our return to opening on Friday 28th May, if 
the proposed next stage of easing of Lockdown does go ahead from the 17 May.   
 



 

3 

As happened last year The Trust will be staggering its re-opening of sites so that we can watch what 
happens, but the vast majority of sites are re-opening on the 28th in time for half-term. I believe Milestones 
is hoping to open a week earlier on the 21st.  
 
Initially the Willis will be open Fridays, Saturdays and Sundays 10am – 4pm with the same two-hour 
booking slots as before: 10am, 12nooon and 2pm. We have increased the capacity to 50 per slot, although 
we feel we are probably being optimistic but you never know.  
 
The opening exhibition is Matisse, https://www.hampshireculture.org.uk/event/matisse-drawing-scissors 
which has already attracted a lot of attention on line.  
 
We have opened the booking system for visitors, and we have had a trickle of bookings already. If you are 
visiting, we do recommend you go on line and pre-book, it does help the team if we have an idea of who is 
coming. The law has changed again and we now have to ensure we gather the contact details of everyone 
visiting the museum; previously we could just take one person in a group. So, if you are visiting, we 
recommend you either use the official track and trace app and scan the QR code, or you will be asked for 
contact details.  
 
Otherwise, things will be much the same as before, we will ask people to use hand sanitiser, masks are still 
compulsory (unless you are exempt) and we ask people to maintain social distancing. The café will be 
open, with limited places still and our offer will continue to be reduced. We hope to have the rest of the 
museum open as much as possible, although the Basingstoke Gallery is currently empty as it became 
impossible to program with the constant changes. Hopefully we will be able to start up again in the 
autumn.  
 
We will watch how our visitor figures go, if they do look like they are picking up we can consider extending 
our opening hours but our next official review date will be July, when we will review our opening days and 
times. I’m afraid we still can’t deal in absolutes.   
 
So, we look forward to seeing some of you, do encourage people to visit – we need the 
donation/shop/café income.  
 
Fingers crossed.  
 
Best regards 
 
Jenny 
 

Your attention is drawn...to “Fred”, our Roman VIP, by Mary Oliver (photos on page 1) 
 

In 1964, the year after I came to work at the Willis in New Street, one of the biggest archaeological finds in 
the town was made; the limestone coffin containing the burial of a man.  As always, it seems, in these 
cases, the discovery was made at the weekend by workmen doing drainage work alongside Winklebury 
Way. Neither Margaret Macfarlane the Curator nor I were in the museum so the workmen found Mr Willis 
and took him up to the site to see. Very sadly, by the time he got there, a small person had got into the 
coffin, (the lid was broken by the machine) and the skull was therefore smashed in the process. As was the 
Roman custom, there were coins with the body to pay the ferryman, possibly three, but two remained 
when we were able to examine the find. Fortunately, one was very clearly legible – a coin of Faustina II 
dating to AD 180 and that provided a good date for the burial of the individual – we didn’t know 
immediately whether it was a man, woman or child. When we were able to examine the bones, it was 
fairly clear that they were male, but it was not until the skeleton was examined by a specialist that we got 
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the details – a middle-aged man suffering from arthritis. One of my particular memories is of transporting 
the bones to London to be examined by Don Brothwell at the British Museum; I carried them there when I 
went to London for the weekend, courtesy of the Royal Blue coach. You can imagine that I was keeping my 
fingers crossed that the packaging he was wrapped in was robust; otherwise, my companion would have 
caused quite a stir among the rest of the passengers! 
The stone coffin, weighing 1 .5 to 2 tonnes was quite a problem to transport and to mount as an exhibit in 
the museum. The floor of the ground floor had to be reinforced to take the weight, and a local firm 
provided a fork lift truck to help manoeuvre it into position. The skeleton, who had been named Fred by 
those of us in the museum for ease of reference, was displayed under the specially made glass lid, and 
quickly became a favourite exhibit – especially with children on their way to change their library books who 
sometimes ‘posted’ their bus tickets or sweet papers through the tiny gap between glass and stone. The 
current display, with the model and sound effects, is even more impressive, and it does emphasise that 
‘Fred’ was a person of consequence to have afforded such a fine coffin; they are not extremely rare, but 
nor are they common. He was probably the landowner in the area, buried within sight of his own property 
so his family could visit and also the road from Silchester to Winchester. There are one or two possibilities 
that may have been his home. Probably there was a tombstone of some kind originally to be admired by 
passers-by. He was one of Basingstoke’s previous inhabitants that it is possible to feel a real connection 
with.   
 

The Magistrates’ Court at the Town Hall, by Guest Contributor Julie Bath 
 
Julie is remembering when her Grandfather was Caretaker at the Town Hall, living in the Caretaker’s flat, now the 
Museum offices. 
 
I am not sure when the Court ceased being held in the Town Hall but I think it was in the mid to late 1950s, around 
1956 or 1957. 
 
The “Court Furniture” was kept in a small room opposite the door which led into the hall under the balcony. There 
were three or four large polished wooden structures with sloping desk like tops with a ledge at the bottom to stop 
pens rolling off. These were put on a set of wheels to take them to be set up in front of the stage. Three chairs with 
arms and leather seats were put behind [them] and on the right of the stage was THE “Dock”, as my Grandfather 
called it where the accused stood and took the “oath” which was a large white card with a different oath on each 
side. The Dock was an L shaped again polished wooden structure which you stepped up on to and again it had a 
sloping top with a ledge to stop the card slipping off. It probably came just above waist high when you stood behind 
it on the step. There were a few polished tables and wooden chairs in front of the stage. 
 
The dance floor had canvas covers over it which were unrolled to cover the whole floor. Then rows of chairs were set 
out with a centre aisle. 
 
When the court was taken down and the canvas rolled up, my Grandfather put a mixture of sawdust and sand on the 
dance floor and swept it all up. The doors of the small room where the court furniture was kept were stained glass at 
the top and wooden at the bottom, as were the main doors into the hall which had St Michael and the Dragon on.  
 
Ladies, beware: a discovery from the Hampshire Chronicle, 1816, by Colin Williams 
   
An important caution: Ladies who are accustomed to wear their dresses extremely low in the back and 
bosom, or off the shoulder, are particularly requested to beware of a person who has for some time past frequented 
all places of public amusement and many private parties. He is an elderly gentleman of venerable appearance and 
correct manners; his constant practice when he4 observes a lady dressed in the manner above described is, with an 
almost imperceptible and apparently accidental pressure of a little instrument which he carries in his hand, to 
imprint the following words upon her back or shoulder’ “Naked, but not ashamed”. The stain is like that produced by 
luaar caustie; washing will not remove it, and it becomes more visible by exposure to the air so that nothing but a 
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covering can conceal it. It is said that several ladies were marked last summer at various places of fashionable resort; 
and that they cannot, even now, strip for company without displaying this indelible badge of disgrace. 
Hampshire Chronicle, 15 July 1816 
 

The Park Prewett Hospital Railway, by Fred Kinge 

 

The stores platform at Park Prewett just before demolition in 1985 

Very few people around today can remember the Park Prewett railway line in operation and a few would not even 
know that a large mental hospital ever existed on the Rooksdown Housing Estate. So where was this line and what 
was its purpose?   

By 1898 overcrowding at Knowle Mental Hospital near Fareham led the County Authorities to look at other sites for 
another hospital.  One of these sites was to the North West of Basingstoke at Park Prewett Farm, part of the Vyne 
Estate in the Parish of Sherborne St. John.  This site was purchased at the end of 1899 and plans for the new hospital 
were approved by early 1913. These included a railway line from Basingstoke Station to the hospital for the 
conveyance of stores and coal for the boilers.  Passenger trains were considered but dismissed because the line 
would have to be built to a higher standard and therefore higher cost.  

The line as planned would run from Basingstoke Station, then parallel to the main line to Winklebury where at a 
point just before the Ringway west railway bridge it then curved to the right.  This was the site of the gate which 
formed the boundary between the London and South Western Railway Line and the private hospital line.  The line 
then ran parallel to Ringway West on a shallow embankment until it reached the isolation hospital. This hospital built 
in 1900 replaced the hospital demolished when the London and South Western Railway expanded the station and 
goods yard. Here it crossed the Kingsclere Road and curved sharply left.  This area is now where the Kingsclere Road 
roundabout is situated.  The line then ran in a broad sweep to the rear of the hospital past Rooksdown and into the 
terminus. From the station the line had climbed some 90ft. 

The construction of the line was awarded to the Basingstoke firm of Musslewhite and Sapp for an estimated cost of 
£4,348.00, but the costs rose significantly when the town Council refused to sanction a level crossing and insisted on 
a bridge to carry the Kingsclere Road over the railway. The line was always classed as a siding which local crews 
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named it the “long shunt”. From the gate to the hospital, it was owned by the hospital authorities who had to pay 
for the upkeep of the line, to keep the cost down second-hand track was used.  

By the end of 1913 the line was complete and carrying materials and plant to the hospital site until the works were 
completed in 1916.  The opening of the hospital was delayed because of the strong possibility that the army might 
require the hospital.  In August 1917 the fourth Canadian General Hospital arrived and took the hospital over for the 
rest of the war. By late 1919 the Canadian Hospital staff had vacated the buildings and the hospital finally reverted 
to its original purpose as a mental hospital receiving its first patients in 1921. 

The line was operated twice a week and as required taking coal and stores to the hospital and returning with the 
empties.  The working was undertaken by the yard pilot between shunting duties, the regular engine being an Adams 
Class G6 0-6-0 tank. The duty would start by the crew collecting the key to the gate, which was kept in the Station 
Masters Office on Platform 1, they would then collect the wagons and propel them to the gate at Winklebury the 
start of the hospital siding.  Once past the gate they would buffer up to an elderly brake van kept just for working the 
siding.  The hard work would now begin with the gradient of 1 in 53 once passed the gate.  Approaching the isolation 
hospital there was always a danger of chalk falling on the track from the cutting.  Once under Kingsclere Road there 
was a severe curve to the left then followed a broad sweep of the hospital grounds where a keen look-out was kept 

for patients crossing the line.  On 
arrival at the hospital stores wagons 
were shunted into the platform and 
coal wagons to the boiler house. 

Left: A G6 locomotive, built in 1898. 

On occasions a patient would ask; 
“why don’t you paint the coal white 
then you would not get so dirty” – 
little did they know in days gone by 
that coal in the tender of engines 
pulling the Royal train was painted 
white.    

On the return trip, the brake van and 
empty wagons would be returned to 
the gate where the brake van would 

be uncoupled and the empty wagons would be returned to the yard and the key returned to the Station Masters 
Office. 

With the imminent outbreak of WW2 an attempt was made to run an ambulance train to the hospital, but this 
ended in failure when the long passenger coaches’ buffer locked and the ends of the coaches imbedded themselves 
into the chalk sides of the cutting.  Never again were coaches seen on the line, which is unfortunate because it would 
have proved invaluable for the running of ambulance trains during the war.  Consequently, ambulance trains had to 
transfer patients to converted buses in the goods yard or at the station for onward transfer to the hospital.  

After the war the line was in poor condition due to heavy wear and tear combined with low maintenance. Despite 
some renewal of the track, the future of the line looked in doubt.  By 1947 the military had finally moved out and on 
New Year’s Day 1948 Park Prewett once again became a mental hospital, by this time coal was being delivered by 
road.  Then in 1950 consideration was given to relaying the line, but after discussions between British Railways and 
the hospital authorities it was decided that the line had deteriorated so much that closure would be the only 
outcome. For a few more years the line lay undisturbed until 1956 when the track was finally lifted so ending a life of 
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37 years. With a large amount of development and road building over the route very little remains of a line which 
once played a key role in the life of a large Mental Hospital.  

Book Reviews 
Underland by Robert MacFarlane, reviewed by Steve Crudge, new contributor 

 
If you are already an admirer of the writing of Robert Macfarlane or 
are exclusively a devotee of fiction then you need proceed no further, 
otherwise please carry on!  Robert Macfarlane is one of today’s leading 
writers in English, full stop. His books cover, in impressive breadth and 
depth, the relationship between landscape and humanity. His first love 
is mountaineering, the subject of his first major work, “Mountains of 
the Mind”. He has subsequently explored many other aspects of our 
relationship with the natural world, combining his personal enthusiasm 
for adventure with his talent as a Cambridge academic. 
 
His latest major work, Underland, arguably his finest to date, displays 
these two strands of his ability to perfection.  Quite simply, Underland 
explores, physically and intellectually, the places underneath, from 
potholes to underground rivers and catacombs to mines. Macfarlane 
adroitly interleaves his personal adventures (from the strictly formal to 
the highly informal but always in the company of people who know 
exactly what they are doing – this book is a good advertisement for 

expertise) with his extensive academic research. In this way, the wider and deeper context (in terms of 
history, geography, culture, politics, belief, and mythology) is engagingly revealed. The physical adventures 
are gripping, the wider context enlightening. 
 
Macfarlane has always been readable and, if anything, Underland represents a further improvement in this 
respect. It felt good to be back in his company again. It can be said, in summary, that he is an advocate of 
the complexity of the world; not for him, over simplicity or spurious connections (which can easily lead to 
pseudo-science) but an enthusiastic embrace of complexity and subtlety which he makes both 
comprehensible and attractive. Rarely can scholarship have been so enjoyable and engaging for a wider 
audience.                
   

When the world's greatest sculptors beat a path to Basingstoke:  50 years of founding at 
the Morris Singer Foundry, Basingstoke, by David Vallance, reviewed by Derek Anthony 

Do you remember the massive sculpture by Henry Moore standing on the 
grass verge in Wade Road?  It was there for months and months back in the 
1980s. 

That was in the days when Basingstoke played host to the Morris Singer art 
foundry.  The foundry, now based at the edge of the Lasham airfield, was in 
Basingstoke from 1967 to 1999. 

A recent publication entitled 50 years of Founding written by one-time 
Managing Director of the foundry, David Vallance, with considerable help 
from Friends of the Willis Museum Publicity Officer, John Hollands, is now 
available in the Museum shop.  And a fascinating read it is too.   
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Henry Moore, Barbara Hepworth and Elizabeth Frink are just some of the famous sculptors with whom David worked 
during his time at the foundry.  Examples of the foundry's work can still be seen in Basingstoke.  Look out for 
Elizabeth Frink's Head of Christ in All Saints' Church, the metal doors to the Moose Hall and the bronze panels on the 
Triumphal Gateway at the Eastern end of London Street. 

The book is lavishly illustrated with numerous photographs of Morris Singer produced bronzes located around the 
world, as well as tales of working with great artists and the problems encountered when transporting and erecting 
massive sculptures in far-flung corners of the globe. 

For anyone interested in art and in sculpture in particular this book, at just £7.50, is a treasury of information.     

The Museum of Stained Glass, Ely ; “Heaven on Earth”, by Jo Dotor 

 
The Museum of Stained Glass in Ely is a truly wonderful place to visit. It is the only museum of stained glass in the 
UK. The Victoria and Albert Museum has an excellent collection as well, but having been fortunate enough to have 
visited both, I have to say that Ely offers aficionados of stained glass a richer experience.  

 
The museum is located within Ely Cathedral and 
incurs a separate entrance fee of £4.50 for 
concessions. You can visit the museum without 
having to visit the Cathedral. My visit lasted 
approximately 75 minutes but as I was making 
notes for this article it was a somewhat longer 
visit than the average. The very useful audio 
guide, which is included in the ticket price, 
provides brief details of each of the exhibits but if 
preferred you can just listen to a 20-minute-long 
overview as you walk around. I listened to both to 
get maximum information. 
 
The museum was established in 1972 to ensure 
that stained-glass windows were saved from 
buildings which were often being demolished or 
repurposed at this time. While the majority of 
these buildings were ecclesiastical, some were 
secular, such as houses and palaces which had 
belonged to wealthy families. 

 
Above: Musician Angel, by Edward Burne-Jones, stained glass by Morris & Co ©Ely-Stained Glass Museum 
 
The collection grew over the years and in 2000 was relocated to the south triforium. The museum is accessed by 
some rather steep steps and covers the space provided by one side of the nave. It is therefore a pleasant space to 
move around and all the exhibitions are well laid out and can be viewed clearly. It is also interesting to be able to 
look down on the cathedral floor and study some of the amazing cathedral windows as one moves around. 
I started my visit by watching two complementary videos, one of 4 and one of 8 minutes. These gave me a better 
understanding of the technical side of stained-glass window creation as well as explaining a range of issues including 
the introduction of silver or yellow stain to paint the glass. One also learns from the videos how “stained glass                           
windows capture and transform light in truly magical ways” 
 
 
In the Middle Ages, pilgrims visiting cathedrals were moved by the “light divine” of the stained-glass windows. The 
windows were used to teach people stories and lessons from the Bible as the majority of the population could not 
read. Often local benefactors paid for stained glass windows in an effort to encourage local people to pray for them 
after they had died. 
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The museum is very well laid out. Along the side overlooking the cathedral are a range of cabinets which provide 
detail and examples of the different skills needed to make the windows. There are also some models of the 
workshops that would have existed. The stained-glass panels are set along the opposite wall and also down the 
middle of the floor. The collection numbers over 700 panels so obviously all cannot be on show. Each area focuses 
on a different time period, technique or school of art.   
 
The museum is hence excellent at showing the many uses of stained glass. As 
well as beautifying the space, windows could show off someone`s wealth: 
speed up their journey through purgatory into Heaven; and educate the 

masses. 
One particularly interesting 
temporary exhibition is called 
“Where the Buffalo Roam: Stained 
Glass from the American Frontier”. 
This gives a fascinating insight into 
the expansion of colonists into 
Native American territories in the 
1830s and into how many churches 
commissioned stained glass 
windows to celebrate their area 
becoming a State. 
 
Left: King David, by William de 
Morgan    ©Ely-Stained Glass 
Museum 
 
Right: George III by James Pearson 
(after Sir Joshua Reynolds) 
©Royal Collection, photo Ely-
Stained Glass Museum 
 

The collection has some wonderful examples of medieval glass, some from churches but also some from wealthy 
domestic settings. There is little British glass on show from late medieval and Tudor times due to the widespread 
destruction of the reformation. There are however some wonderful examples of painted glass from the Low 
Countries and also the introduction of enamel paints which allowed for a change of style and expansion of colours 
available. One of my favourite images was a large portrait using coloured enamel pigments on white glass of King 
George 111 which is a copy of the portrait by Sir Joshua Reynolds. 
 
Other stained-glass artists also looked for inspiration to famous painters; there are tributes to both Raphael and 
Holman Hunt. If you like the high Victorian style then there are lots of wonderful panels to fascinate including ones 
by Rosetti, Burne-Jones, William de Morgan and William Morris. The stained glass from this period is definitely my 
favourite. There is also a wonderfully “heroic” portrayal of the Duke of Clarence as St George commissioned by 
Queen Alexandra.  
 
More recent artists are not forgotten, there is a stunning abstract panel by John Piper as well as the original cartoon 
for another of his windows.  
 
I hope that this overview will encourage you to visit the museum as it is a real treasure house and a wonderful 
testament to centuries of skilled artistic production. 
 
The images have been reproduced with the permission of the copyright holder. 
 

 
 



 

10 

Mrs Blunden: a poem, by a Friend who prefers to remain anonymous 
 

                                                                                     Dear Mrs Blunden, under the ground, 
                                             Did the schoolboys really hear a ghastly sound? 

  Did they hear you groan and shout, was it true you said,  
“Will you get me out of here – I’m not quite dead”? 
 
Were you a boozer as many people say, 
Who didn’t say no to morphine, whatever the time of day? 
The summer heat was stifling; they buried you too fast 
enough to say, that actually, you hadn’t breathed your last. 
                                                                                   
Is it true they shoved you into the smallest box? 
Squeezing you in so tightly and weighting it with rocks.   
Is it true that later, when they took you out again You were 
torn and ghastly as if you’d been in pain? 
 
Poor Mrs Blunden without a Christian name                           
But I think you were Alice and that you shall remain. 
You had a fancy grandchild*  who married with an earl           
It would have been amusing if you had met the girl. 
                                 

       Now you have a place in the story of our town, 
       Maybe not the best way to earn your renown. 
        I walk among the ruins all year round 
        Rest!  Alice Blunden, safe under the ground.                                       
                                               

                                             *Actually, Alice’s great-granddaughter, but that didn’t scan!  
 
The background story: excerpt from our 2013 book “The Basingstoke Triumphal Gateway” 
 
     Schoolboys played a part in the story of Mrs Blunden and her dreadful demise. On a very hot day in 1674 this obese wife of a 
well-to-do maltster took a large dose of poppy water, a mild form of opium to relieve a headache. She fell into a very deep 
sleep, and soon she appeared to stop breathing. No pulse could be detected, and an apothecary pronounced her dead, although 
a woman who touched her “dead” cheek thought she sensed blood running beneath her finger. 
    Mr Blunden was due to go to London for several days on urgent business. He decided to go ahead with his business, giving 
instructions that the funeral was to be delayed until his return. Because of the sweltering weather, however, Mrs Blunden’s 
relatives decided to go ahead with the funeral without waiting for him to come back. Two men thought they saw the coffin stir 
on its stools before the burial, but this was put down to jogging by the crowd.  
    After the burial boys playing near their [Holy Ghost] school heard groans and tapping from her buried coffin and according to 
a contemporary account, they heard her cry “Take me out of my grave!” They told the Schoolmaster; understandably he did not 
believe them, but they persisted, and next day he put his ear to the ground, and he, too, heard subterranean noises. An 
exhumation was decided on. There followed a long wait for permission to be granted by the appropriate authority. Finally, that 
evening the coffin was dug up and opened; Mrs Blunden was dead, but it did look as if she had tried to get out of the coffin.  
    She was left overnight in the open coffin guarded by watchers in case she came to life again, “but,” it was reported, “the night 
being unseasonably wet… ‘tis believed they left her.” (Who could blame them in the circumstances?) When they returned next 
morning, they found her grave clothes torn and her face bloodied as if she had struggled to get out of the coffin again, but now 
she was dead for certain. 
    People disagree over whether or not Mrs Blunden had actually been buried alive. Her coffin was an extremely tight fit and the 
groans could have been caused by the strained woodwork. Foxes may have torn the grave clothes and attacked her face as she 
lay overnight in her open coffin. The coroner, however, concluded that she had indeed been buried alive, and so he bound over 

 
 

Bronze Triumphal Gateway panel 
by Peter Parkinson, cast by Morris 
Singer, Basingstoke.  
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the persons he held responsible to appear before a judge at the next Winchester Assizes. They were acquitted on the testimony 
of an expert physician who had examined Mrs Blunden carefully before burial and was convinced that there had been no sign of 
life.  
    The story became the subject of a widely circulated pamphlet printed in London, according to which a substantial fine was 
imposed on the town itself; however, recent research has not uncovered anything to confirm that there was a fine.  
    The Willis Museum has the text of the pamphlet and sells a booklet about Mrs Blunden and her horrific demise.  

 
A visit to Chawton House, by Derek Anthony 

Chawton House, the home of Jane Austen's brother, Edward, is now open to visitors on a more frequent basis than 
previously.  Last summer I paid my first visit and can thoroughly recommend it to those Friends who are not familiar 
with this delightful Tudor house and grounds. 

The house was built by the Knight family in the 1580s and is most famously associated with Jane Austen.  Thomas 
and Catherine Knight, distant relatives of the Austens, adopted Jane's brother Edward who became their heir to the 
Chawton Estate and their other estates in Southern England. Edward inherited the Chawton Estate in 1794 and in 
1809 he established Jane, Cassandra and their mother in the Bailiff's cottage just five minutes’ walk away in the 
village of Chawton, now the Jane Austen Museum. 

Chawton House and grounds are, in themselves, worth a visit and, for a number of years now, they have been a 
centre of learning specialising in women writers.  The library of writings by women authors is a unique source of 
knowledge which attracts academics from all over the world.  Among the paintings on show in the house is a fine 
portrait by John Hoppner of Mary "Perdita" Robinson, the eighteen-century actor and proto-feminist writer. 

A changing programme of Exhibitions enlivens the house.  When I 
visited the theme was eighteenth century women who stepped 
outside traditional female roles - some to don male dress and join 
the army, the navy or to become a pirate. 

Visits can be booked through the website www.chawtonhouse.org 
although "on the day walk-in slots" are also available.  Why not 
make a day of it and combine your visit with a visit to the Jane 
Austen Museum just along the road? 

Two recommendations I would make to anyone visiting Chawton 
House are: (1).  Choose a fine day so that you can enjoy the 

grounds as well as the house;(2) Do ask to see inside the library which is not on the self-guided tour route and can 
easily be missed. 

The house is to re-open on May 17. The gardens, tearoom and Parklands Pantry are open now Wednesdays to 
Sundays, now. Visit www.chawtonhouse.org for more details. 
 

Our Zoom Speaker Programme: May to July, by David Wickens, Programme Secretary 
 
May 20th ‘The Mysterious Death of William Rufus’ by Andy Skinner.This talk explores a nearly-thousand 
years-old mystery - the death of King William II, a stone’s throw from Southampton, in August 1100. Was it 
a hunting accident, as reported at the time, or something much more sinister? 
Andy Skinner is a Learning & Engagement Officer for Southampton City Council Cultural Services - SeaCity 
Museum. Andy has a bachelor’s degree in History from the University of Southampton and a master’s 
degree in Museums Education from the University of Leicester. He has worked for Southampton City Council 
since 2012. 
June 17th You've Never Had it so Good!’ by Paul Robbins.  A nostalgic look back at society, culture, news, 
and music from the wonderful golden decade that was the 1950’s. Do you remember white £5 notes, 
rationing, trams, the festival of Britain, smog, and the third man film? If so, then this is the talk to bring 
back so many memories!  
Paul Robbins, an experienced presenter, historian, and author, has over 40 years of experience in public 
speaking.  
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July 15th Murder by Smugglers in Hampshire, 1747, by Dr Gale Pettifer. In 1747, a notorious smuggling 
gang kidnapped and murdered William Galley, a Custom-House officer from Portsmouth, and Daniel 
Chater, a shoemaker from Fordingbridge. Smuggling was a venture perpetrated by gangs who were often 
considered to be folk-heroes, as avoiding custom duty was seen as a poke at the Government. However, 
the brutal murders of Galley and Chater sent shock waves through eighteenth century society. 
Dr Gale Pettifer is a writer and history lecturer with an interest in political and environmental history. She is 
also a practicing New Forest commoner with the ancient Right of Pasturage, meaning she can depasture 
cattle, ponies and donkeys onto the unenclosed New Forest.  

A summer visit is being planned. News about this and about the September meeting will be sent to all 
members later. 

 
What’s on in the Sainsbury Gallery, at the Willis Museum 

 
28 May to 17 July: Mattisse, drawing with scissors, late works, 1950-1954 
In his eighties Henri Matisse (1869-1954) was no longer physically able to paint, sculpt or produce prints, so 
he cut shapes out of paper. These were vibrantly pre-painted by his assistants who assembled them under 
his direction into abstract and figurative images. 
30 July to 16 Oct: The Magic of Middle Earth 
A celebration of all things Tolkien by Matthew Fox who famously brought us “I grew up in the 80s” and the 
record breaking “May the toys be with you.” 
On line bookings can be made NOW. See “From the Venue Manager” above. 

 
What’s on at the BAHS 

 
Monthly meetings are normally held at Church Cottage on the second Thursday of the month from 
September to June, starting at 7.30 pm. They are free to members and there is a charge of £3 for non-
members. The May and June talks are on-line only and may be joined by non-members by first contacting 
the secretary Mark Peryer on markperyer@gmail.com and requesting a link.  
 
13 May: A royal precursor to Windsor Castle? Excavations at Old Windsor in the 1950s: the excavator, 
the archive and the future, by Roland Smith, Berkshire Archaeology, 
10 June: The influence of the church on the emergence of North Hampshire towns, by Derek Spruce 
 
A selection of recent lectures may be viewed on YouTube using this link: 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCG1s6z3dZQoUMHEMhMl6MkQ 
 

What’s on at TADS (Tadley and District Historical Society) 
 
Talks are normally held at St Paul’s Church, Tadley, starting at 8pm. Admission is free to members and 
there is a £3 charge for non-members. The May to July talks will be on-line and may be accessed free of 
charge by non-members. Visit the TADS website for joining details. 
 
May 19: 1752 and all that: “Give us our eleven days!” by Mark Bowman 
When September 2 was followed by September 12 to align the British calendar with that used on the 
continent. 
June 16: Journey from Sandhurst to Sandhurst, by Graham Harding. 
Along ancient routes from Sandhurst, Glos. To Sandhurst, Kent via Sandhurst, Berks 


