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Friends of the Willis Museum 
Newsletter September 2021 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
After 38 years of service with a smile to the Willis Museum, Marian Spencer, the HCT’s longest serving employee 
retired at the end of July. She is pictured here at a small farewell gathering with Paul Sapwell, the Trust’s CEO. 
Happy retirement, Marian. Are you already wondering how you ever found time to go to work? 

 
‘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, by Derek Anthony 
     On behalf of the committee welcome to our September Newsletter.  I do hope that you enjoy the 
interesting articles and news items which John Hollands has assembled for us. 
    First, I would like to thank everybody who has renewed their membership for another year and also those 
of you who made an additional donation.  Your continued support and generosity is very much appreciated. 
    The vagaries of Covid 19 and how we are having to defend ourselves from it makes life difficult for anyone 
trying to plan an event.  However, I am very pleased to say that this year's Summer Outing to the Holy Ghost 
Cemetery took place as planned and was a great success (a report appears later in this Newsletter). 
    At the time of writing your committee is working with the Museum's staff on the arrangements for our 
first monthly meeting back in the Museum, on 16th September.  By now you should have received details in 
a letter from me.  By its very nature this meeting will be somewhat experimental so I do hope that you will 
bear with us if things seem a little strange at first.  
    This year's Annual General Meeting is, once again, scheduled for October.  With this Newsletter you 
should have received a nomination form.  If you or another Friend thinks that they might be able to help and 
are considering standing for election to the committee I would be very happy to talk to them about what is 
involved.  
    Hopefully we are now emerging from the worst phases of the pandemic and things will slowly get back to 
normal.  In the meantime, look after each other and stay safe.   

From the Venue Manager Jenny Stevens 

    Anyone who has been a Friend for any length of time will have come across The Willis Museum's Visitor 
Services Assistant Marian Spencer at some point. Marian joined Hampshire Museum Service in 1983 (she 
was a child prodigy) when The Willis was still based in its original building and was part of the team that 
moved everything into the Old Town Hall in 1984. 
    Having recently become a great granny, she has decided the time has come to put some time aside for 
herself, her family and pursue her many interests away from The Willis (yes, she does have a life away from 
it). 
    Marian’s last official day was the 30 July and we had a Covid secure send off for her a couple of days 
later, which was attended by CEO Paul Sapwell who wanted to thank Marian for all her years of service.  
    Marian will be greatly missed, she has been a great support to me in my 10 years in charge at The Willis, 
although we could have both done without dealing with 4am Sunday morning phone calls from the alarm 
company, but that is another story. 
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The Friends visit the Holy Ghost Cemetery, by Derek Anthony 

     Bright sunshine, soft summer clouds and a gentle breeze greeted 31 members and their guests as they 
assembled for this year's summer outing.  Split into two groups, one in the morning and one in the 
afternoon, everybody assembled in the little garden opposite the boarded-up Great Western Hotel to meet 
guide Debbie Reavell, Secretary of the Basingstoke Heritage Society, and of course, a Friend of the Willis.    
    Debbie first explained that this garden had once formed part of the Great Western Railway agent's 
garden, his house being located on the other side of Vyne Road behind the GWR station.  From there 
everyone moved into the cemetery proper in front of the chapel ruins, at which point Debbie explained 
that the area had been opened up for burials in 1208 at a time when King John and the Pope were in 
dispute over who should become Archbishop of Canterbury.  The Pope excommunicated the King together 
with the whole of England and this meant that the dead could not be buried in consecrated ground.  After 
the signing of Magna Carta, in 1215, the excommunication was reversed, the new burial ground was 
consecrated and a chapel, dedicated to the Holy Ghost, built on the site.  The oldest tomb within the Holy 
Ghost chapel is that of William de Brayboeuf, Lord of the Manor of Eastrop, who died in 1294.  

    In 1524 Lord Sandys of The Vyne enlarged the original 
chapel and added the Chapel of the Holy Trinity, a burial 
place for his family.  Debbie pointed out Sandys family 
emblems carved on the chapel tower, (left) including a 
tool for processing hemp (arrowed) known as a hemp 
bray, William Sandys’s wife’s family name.  
    As a result of the devastations wrought by Thomas 
Cromwell's dissolution of the monasteries and the English 
civil war the buildings were reduced to ruins.    
    However, one building did survive and that was a 
school-room, the fore-runner of Basingstoke Grammar 
School and today's Queen Mary's Sixth Form College.  
Both Gilbert White, the naturalist, and Thomas Warton, 
the Poet Laureate, were educated at the school in the 
eighteenth century. 

 
Before moving away from the ruins Debbie reminded everyone of the famous story of Mrs Blunden, not 
once but twice buried alive in this cemetery, if one is to believe the seventeenth century tract devoted to 
the tale. 
 
On the way round Debbie pointed out the sites of the two Victorian mortuary chapels, a group of war 
graves, including that of Captain Aidan Liddell VC, (right) the graves of 
a number of prominent local figures, including John May and John 
Burgess Soper, and ending up in front of the very impressive grave of 
the Burberry family, recently refurbished by the world-famous clothing 
company founded by Thomas Burberry here in Basingstoke in 1856. 
      
On behalf of everyone who took the tour I would like, once again, to 
thank Debbie Reavell very much indeed for her excellent commentary 
and for her mastery of the details.     
Editor’s notes: 1. The South View Conservation Group produced a free series of 
excellent, family-friendly Holy Ghost Cemetery heritage walks leaflets. Ask for a 
copy at the museum.  2. Picture postcards of the1922 funeral of John May were 
reproduced in our January 2012 newsletter.  See this on our website. 
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An MP’s response to his electors’ importunity, by Colin Williams 

 The Excise Bill Crisis of 1733 is not an event which immediately intrigues and, indeed, is rarely a subject of 
conversation at FOWM meetings, whether tea break or Zoom. However, an item in an anthology of writings 
published by a charity* caused me to delve further: the item of interest was a letter from a Southampton 
MP [MPs: two] responding to his electors [electorate: 450] seeking his vote against the Bill. *ZANE: 
Zimbabwe A National Emergency 

Gentlemen,                                                          

       I have received yours and am surprised at your insolence in troubling me about the excise. You know 
what I very well know, that I bought you. And I know well what perhaps you think I don’t know, that you are 
now selling yourselves to somebody else. And I know what you don’t know, that I am buying another 
borough.  
     May God’s curse be upon you all. May your houses be as open and as common to all excise officers as 
your wives and daughters were to me when I stood for your scoundrel corporation. 

The writer: Anthony Henley [1704-48] was one of the two MPs for Southampton from 1727-34. He had 
inherited from his father the manors of Northington and Swarraton which included The Grange, then a 
Palladian brick mansion. His marriage [1728] was the subject of comment at the time – 

Lady Betty Berkeley, daughter of the Earl of that name, being almost 15 has thought it time to be married 
and ran away last week with Mr Henley, a man noted for his impudence and immorality but a good estate 
and a beau. [It is to be hoped that Lady Betty, clearly a forward young miss, did not take advantage of her 
groom’s youth, he being only twenty-four years old!] 

The Excise Bill Crisis [briefly]: the Prime Minister, Robert Walpole, sought to favour his supporters, the 
landed classes, by reducing the Land Tax; to do so required compensatory taxes elsewhere but such taxes 
would require excise officers to search premises on a wide scale. Vigorous opposition followed including 
representations to MPs by their electors, especially, tradesmen and shopkeepers. Walpole withdrew the 
Bill and managed with the active support of George II to retain his position. Henley voted against the Bill. 
     As a landowner, passage of the Bill would have benefited Henley so did this influence his reaction to 
Southampton’s representations? Perhaps, perhaps not, because the letter was never sent! It is believed to 
have been a joke among friends and his actual letter was civil and supportive.  

 

Your attention is drawn… to George Willis’s motor cycle, by John Hollands 

When at long last we resume meetings in the Archaeology Gallery, you will have an excellent opportunity 
to take a closer look at this exhibit.  

Our founder registered AA3935 some time before the First World War. It is a “Moto-Reve”; it was either 
manufactured in Switzerland or in England under licence. “Moto-Reve” is French and can be translated as 

“Dream Bike”. It has as top speed of 32-35 mph and a range of 
about 100 miles. At the time of purchase there were no filling 
stations, so Mr Willis had to keep petrol for it in a can; refills of 
Pratt’s Angloco petrol (later renamed Esso) were delivered to 
customers by horse and cart. The photo below shows petrol 
being delivered in two-gallon cans to customers in the Isle of 
Wight in 1910. 
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It is easy to imagine Mr Willis, satchel on back, I should think, riding out on his Moto-Reve to service large 
clocks on site, search for worked flints or conduct council business.  

Can YOU contribute an article for this series? It would be very welcome.  

 

 

 

He gave his name to the Allen Gallery, Alton, by guest contributor, Jane Hurst, Friends of 
the Curtis Museum and Allen Gallery, part one, forebears with a Basingstoke connection 

William Herbert Allen’s grandfather John Allen was born in Oakley near Basingstoke in Hampshire in the 
late 1770s. He became a gardener and married Elizabeth Herbert in Odiham although they lived in adjacent 
North Warnborough. The family attended the local Independent Chapel where their first six children were 
baptised. Then, in about 1813, the family moved to Alton where four more children were born and then 
baptised at the Normandy Street Independent Chapel there. 
 
Although John and his wife eventually moved to East Stratton, many of their offspring stayed in Alton - 
including son John. He became a grocer’s assistant and, later, a cheese monger. After marrying Charlotte 
Elson (née Page) in 1830, John set up home in Market Street in Alton, just above the Plough public house.  
 
Sadly, their first child - a daughter named after 
her mother - died aged only 11 months. The 
next was a son - William Henry Allen in 1833 - 
followed by John Herbert, Elizabeth, Charlotte 
Ellen and Frances Jane. 
By the time of the 1851 census, the Allen family 
had moved into a building known as Coppid Hall 
(right) in the Market Square which belonged to 
William A Rogers (who ran a chemist’s shop in 
the High Street). John was now aged 44 while his 
wife, Charlotte, was 50. William Henry was 18 
and a corn factor’s clerk and his two youngest 
siblings were scholars.  
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A year after the census, on 4th March 1852, William Henry married Frances Maria Stevens at Alton 
Wesleyan Chapel - presumably the bride’s choice. Frances had been born in Trowbridge in Wiltshire, but 
she was living in Turk Street in Alton at the time of the 1851 census where she was Mistress of the Girls’ 
section of the Alton British School.  
 
The couple moved up towards London as the birth places of their children show - Walter in Hackney 1857, 
Charles and William Herbert in West Brompton c1861 and 1863 respectively. In the 1881 census, William 
Henry was a 48-year-old ‘railway goods agent (carman)’ living with his family at ‘The Hermitage’, Westwood 
Park in Lewisham, Kent. William Henry died on 26 September 1897 aged 64. He left a will and his widow, 
Frances, did not die until the end of 1914.  
 
Although he had not been born in Alton, young William Herbert Allen would have visited his grand-parents 
here from time to time and, much later, was to have an important connection with the town. 
 
To be continued in the January issue 
 

A visit to Crawley, Hampshire, by Cathy Williams 

Our Group Membership of Hampshire Archives Trust entitles two Friends each with a guest 
to join HAT organised visits. 

We took up the invitation from Hampshire Archive Trust on a sunny day in July.  

The afternoon started in the absolutely stunning garden and beautiful flower meadows at Tanglefoot, 
hosted by Sue and Fred Frater. The garden (below) has a colourful mix of rare, specimen and old favourite 
plants – where else will you see a Bladder Nut tree (Staphylea pinnata)? The meadow was in full, bloom, 
including dropwort, scabious and knapweed 
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We then began our village visit led by Patricia Elkington. First, we went to the small Grade II listed Church 
of St Mary. It has 12th Century foundations, extended and enlarged right through to the late C19. It 
comprises a massive barn-like timber frame, of octagonal chestnut posts and arch braces 

The old manor Crawley Court was reputedly built in the 17thC, having 16 chimneys in 1673.  It was pulled 
down and rebuilt in about 1880 in a style described as Modern Elizabethan Architecture. The least said 
about the modern 1970s building now owned by Arquiva the better. The site has 300 parking spaces, few 
trees and many satellite dishes! 

A walk down to the pond took us through the preserved picture-postcard village. In 1900 Crawley Court 
was sold to Otto Ernest Philippi, born in 1847 in Prussia. He effectively bought the whole village by paying a 
multiple of the copyhold payments due to the Ecclesiastical Commissioners for the freeholds, and set about 
improving the cottages with solid floors instead of beaten earth, glazed windows, roofs improved, the 
roads metalled with the drains covered, and tidy front gardens were insisted upon, no more vegetable 
growing in the front. One of the thatched cottages is illustrated below. The Fox (once the Fox and Hounds!) 
was reconstructed, with a clear Continental influence. 

Philippi built more new attractive properties, but so many are thatched, every house and garden is perfect 
– no UPVC anywhere! 

Our tour ended at Little Court, Patricia’s home, a 3-acre walled and sheltered traditional country garden, 
with a huge wild meadow.  It is particularly beautiful in Spring and has a tree house, climbing logs and 
swings for visitors’ children. As a perfect end, we had tea – and cake! 

The gardens are often open under the NGS scheme (https://ngs.org.uk/) but the village is worth a visit at 
any time. Parking is available at the junction of Peach Hill Lane with Hacks Lane 
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Sculpture Trail at Beaulieu, by Howard Ray 

The Hampshire Cultural Trust operates many 
Museums across Hampshire - eighteen in 
fact – but one of the largest in the county is 
the independently run National Motor 
Museum at Beaulieu. For those of you who 
are not familiar with this location let me 
assure you that it is not just aimed at “Petrol 
Heads”. Even if the massive Motor Museum 
building and the separate “On Screen Cars” 
and “World of Top Gear” exhibitions have no 
interest to you the 75-acre site offers much 
for those with more cultural leanings.  

These include the magnificent Palace House 
– home of the Montagu family (above), the Beaulieu Abbey ruins, the imposing Abbots Mews (Domus) 
building, the Secret Army (SOE) exhibition, the Art Russe Clock House Gallery, the Victorian Flower and 
Kitchen Gardens and the lovely Mill Pond Trail by the side of the old canal system down to the Millpond 
itself. 

The Domus offers various exhibitions including the superb wall hangings in the beautiful first floor galley, all 
embroidered by a previous Lady Montagu and telling the story of the Abbey from its foundation in 1204 to 
the Dissolution in 1538.The building also incorporates the original Monk’s Refectory which now serves as 
Beaulieu’s Parish Church.   

Finally, you should not miss the opportunity to see the site by taking a ride on the Mono-Rail  

Over the years Wendy and I have often visited the Museum site, sometimes with friends and family or for a 
special event. One such event this year between mid-June and the end of August was the return of a 
Sculpture exhibition with the exhibits 
spread across the whole of the historical 
area – some indoors but most (given their 
size) outdoors. Having not been able to see 
everything on our first visit in June, given a 
combination of poor weather, a lack of 
time and our failure to appreciate that 
there was an excellent Guide Book for sale 
until we were leaving, we went back four 
weeks later having carefully monitored the 
weather forecast and arrived soon after 
opening time at 10.00. We needed 
approaching four hours to find, admire and 
photograph them all. 

This Sculpture Trail provides nearly 300 selected pieces produced by 50 sculptors from across Europe and 
the UK. They are produced from a vast range of different materials. Each piece can be purchased, but 
cannot be collected until the end of the exhibition. Having identified a few that would look particularly 
good in the Ray house or garden we regrettably had to accept that available funds precluded a purchase! 
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Prices range from just £100 to £138,000, with the most appealing well into five figures. Despite the price 
tags so many of the exhibits were truly awe inspiring. The majority are single pieces but a few have been 

clustered together to create a group. Probably the two 
which impressed us most was Lady Ann sitting on a 
bench with her dog and four children all engrossed in 
various reading material and fifteen individual bronze 
pieces all presented in an enclosed garden setting. 
Unfortunately, Lady Ann and her family would set us 
back £16,770.    

As far as the individual pieces were concerned just 
some of those which most impressed us included “The 
Key Worker” (left), The Rhino” “Egg Lamp” (below 
left), “Nuts About You”, “Money in Mind”, “Embrace” 
(below centre) “Life-size Burano Horse”, “Life-size 
Burano Bull “Pouncing Fox Cub”, “Kissing 1 & 2”, 
“Mother”, “Leaping Boxing Hares” (below right), 
“Rhino”, “Blossom”, “Leopard Head”, “Seated Lion”, 
“Horse Bust”, “Serenity (See tailpiece) “Fragile Life 
Figure with Bee”, “The Corona Dragon” , “Wind of 
Change V1” , “The Sky Turned Upside Down” , 
“Peregrine Falcon” ( See tailpiece) and “Ducks in 
Reeds” . 

Unfortunately, this exhibition will have ended by the 
time you receive this edition of the Newsletter but if it 
is repeated in future years, you are strongly 

encouraged to make a visit to Beaulieu. You will not be disappointed. Beaulieu is only a 50-minute drive 
from Basingstoke. 
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Watership Down revisited, by Steve Crudge 

Deep into our third lockdown I had run out of new books to read and, reluctant to add to Amazon’s profits, I 
had a look at my oldest bookcase, thick with dust and cluttered with yellowing paperbacks. These were books 
from before my professional life, the explorations, and entertainments of open-minded youth. What was 
there that might still appeal to me as a serious read now that my professional days had passed?  

I did not, at first, recognise “Watership Down” because the spine was sufficiently 
faded to make the title invisible (even when I took my glasses off for closer 
inspection!) but the name Richard Adams quickly brought the story to mind and 
the longer I thought about it the more a re-read appealed to me. I had, of course, 
forgotten the details of the story but remembered the broad outline and the 
enjoyment it had given (I also remembered thinking it considerably superior to 
the subsequent film). What is more, the action was located not far from 
Basingstoke and I remembered that as one of the few things I knew of the area 
when I first moved to the town. Much more recently I had briefly walked on 
Watership Down itself during a pre-Covid country walk. Yes, “Watership Down” 
it would be. 

I was not disappointed. “Watership Down” is a beautifully constructed tale of 
companionship, courage, resilience, and ingenuity against the backdrop of the 

lovingly described countryside of southern England. I have never encountered the names of so many native 
plants and flowers. A subtle but powerful understanding of the changing seasons also becomes evident as 
the tale progresses. The fluctuating fortunes of our protagonists have all the characteristics of an epic and I 
was willingly taken once again on the rabbits’ odyssey of survival and, eventually, deliverance. 

As of 2022 it will be fifty years since the books’ original publication. It was, in fact, written rather earlier but 
Richard Adams had considerable difficulty finding a receptive publisher. A modern perspective is perhaps 
more critical of the books’ evident anthropomorphism and the male predominance in the narrative. That 
said, “Watership Down” does not pull its punches in terms of the frequently negligent and destructive 
attitude of humanity to the countryside. Of the many enemies of the rabbits and their environment mankind 
is pre-eminent. 

My one small reservation after this re-reading was that the tales within the tale, of El-ahrairah, legendary 
prince of rabbits, are at least one too many in number with a tendency to slow the gripping momentum of 
the main story.  

“Watership Down” is still, I believe, a thoroughly entertaining and memorable read. 

 

What’s on at the Willis 

Now until 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.”  Sainsbury Gallery 

Sep 16 7.30 pm Friends’ event: The Suffragettes, by Diana White.  including local Suffragette Dame Ethyl 
Smith. Archaeology Gallery 
 
21 Oct 7.30 pm; Friends of the Willis AGM followed by A few highlights from the Willis Archives, by John 
Hollands. A very mixed miscellany. Archaeology Gallery 
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27 Oct to 29 Jan 2022: The Art of W. Heath Robinson. This extraordinary exhibition is a collaboration 
between Hampshire Cultural Trust and the Heath Robinson Museum to bring together the different genres 
of Robinson’s work. The specially curated selection celebrates his timeless sense of humour and wonderful 
draughtsmanship and recognises Heath Robinson as artist whose work is integral to British cultural 
heritage. Sainsbury Gallery 

30 Oct – 11 Nov: Basingstoke Art Club exhibition. BAC are back with an exhibition entitled “Celebration”. 
Basingstoke Gallery 

18 Nov 7.30 pm; Friends’ event:   A place apart: the story of Park Prewett Hospital, by Malcolm Isted. 
Archaeology Gallery By the author of the excellent book of the same name. Archaeology Gallery. 
 
There will be no Friends’ meeting in December 
 

8 Jan-12 Feb: Kim Onslow – fine art. Local artist Kim returns with a new exhibition. Basingstoke Gallery 

20 Jan 7.30 pm, Friends’ event: Details TBA. Archaeology Gallery 
 
Exhibitions further ahead:  

5 Feb - 30 Apr: Brick by Brick.  Brick by Brick is a new touring exhibition of work by international artists, designers 
and photographers who use LEGO® bricks as their medium. The show features a range of two and three-dimensional 
work in a variety of scales, from jewellery to sculpture, and includes both wall-mounted and plinth-based work. This 
family friendly exhibition offers a range of opportunities for visitors to get creative with construction bricks and 
includes a LEGO® wall. Sainsbury Gallery 

5 Mar – 2 Apr 2022: BCoT annual exhibition. The Art and Design Department of Basingstoke College of 
Technology will be showcasing a variety of work from across the department. Basingstoke Gallery 

 

What’s on elsewhere 
 
Basingstoke Archaeological and Historical Society (BAHS) 
Meetings will take place at Church Cottage starting at 7.30 pm. Admission is free for BAHS members. 
There is a £3 charge for non-members. For current position regarding Covid-19 please see BAHS website 
or phone Penny Martin, secretary on 01256 974212. 
 
Oct 14: The writing on the wall – looking at the work and findings of the Hampshire Medieval Graffiti 
Project, by Karen Wardley, project co-ordinator. 
Nov 11: Stanford in the Vale: a hidden past revealed, by David Ashby, University of Winchester. 
Dec 9: The cup that cheers: tea before Victoria, by Joy Pibworth, Historian and Guide 
 
Tadley and District History Society (TADS) 
Meetings will be at St Paul’s Church, The Green, Tadley at 8.00 pm. Free to members. Non-members 
£3.00 
To check arrangements, see www.tadshistory.com, phone 0118 970 1578 or email: 
tadshistory@gmail.com  
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Oct 20: Arson in his Majesty’s Dockyard, by Alan Turton. Another chance to hear the story of John Aitken 
who committed acts of sabotage in Royal Navy dockyards during the American Revolutionary War. 
 
Nov 17: Kings, boxes and dots:  history of the Royal Mail and the Post Office, by John Rogers. 
A concise and lively history from the beginnings to the present day. 
More details on the TADs website. 
 
Curtis Museum and Allen Gallery, Alton 
Finishing Sep 19: Dinosaur Trail, Curtis Museum, Dinosaur Family Craft Activity Pack, £1.50 to use on site 
or take away, both venues, Dinosaurium Exhibition and Dinosaur Hat making, Allen Gallery 
Now until Oct 10:  Abstract paintings by Alex Loach exploring mood, mental health and feeling. Allen 
Gallery 
Sep 25- Oct 31: Ceramicus 2021. Talented and varied work by a group of ten local potters 
 
Friends of the Curtis Museum and Allen Gallery, Alton 
At the Allen Gallery, Church Street, Alton starting at 7.30 pm. No charge for visitors but donations 
welcome. For Information and to check arrangements contact Jane Hurst 01420 86701 
janehurst1@gmail.com  
Oct 14: The Bridge Pottery of Beauworth, by William Barham 
Nov 11: Alton’s Big Dig, by Keith Baker and David Quick 
 

Tailpiece 
 

Two more sculptures at the Beaulieu exhibition: Left: Serenity; Right: Peregrine falcon 
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