
The seeds of the modern justice system 
were sown by Henry II (1154-1189). When 
he came to the throne, there were just 
eighteen judges in the country ð compared 
to more than 40,000 today. He ordered 
five of these judges to remain in London 
and take over the Kingõs traditional task of 
deciding cases. These judges were based in 
Westminster and became known as the 
Kingõs Bench.  

In 1166, Henry issued a Declaration at the 
Assize of Clarendon (an assize was an early 
form of the King's Council; only later did the 
term become used for a sitting of a court) 
which ordered the remaining non-King's 
Bench judges to travel the country, divided 
into different circuits, deciding cases.  

To do this, they would use the laws made 
by the judges in Westminster, a change that 
meant many local customs were replaced 
by new national laws. These national laws 
applied to everyone and so were common 
to all. Even today, we know them as the 
ôcommon lawõ.  In this way England became 
the first European country to adopt a 
standard system of law throughout the land. 

The system of judges sitting in London 
while others travelled round the country 
became known as the ôassizes systemõ. 
Incredibly, it survived over 800 years, until 
replaced by Crown Courts in 1971. 

The Assize Court for Wiltshire was held in 
Salisbury, but in 1834 Devizes successfully 
petitioned the Privy Council to hold one of 
the Assizes in the town.  Upon this success, 
public subscription was sought and obtained 
to build a suitable building and the architect 
Thomas Wyatt was commissioned to design 
his impressive neo-classic building. Wyatt 
was a distinguished architect who later 
became President of the Royal Institute of 
British Architects and won its Gold Medal in 
1873. His building served its purpose 
admirably until the abolition of the Assizes 
Court system in 1971 when it became firstly 
the Crown Court (until 1975) and then the 
Magistrates Court. An outbreak of dry rot in 
1982 caused it to be abandoned by the 
Magistrates and, although the dry rot was 
dealt with, the Court never returned and the 
building has been allowed to decay whilst 

one proposal after another floundered. 
There were many cases tried in the life of 

the Assize Court but none so infamous as the 
trial of Rebecca Smith for infanticide in 
1849. She was found guilty of poisoning 
her one-month old baby and, on the 
scaffold, confessed to poisoning another 
eight children. As horrible as that sounds, 
Rebecca was married to a drunkard who 
beat her and the children regularly. She 
claimed to have poisoned them to save 
them from the suffering she had to endure! 
Mercifully she was the last woman in 
England to be hanged for this awful crime. 

Since the Court closed in 1982, there have 
been numerous plans put forward for its 
preservation - around five schemes have 
actually received planning permission but 
sadly none have proceeded beyond the 
planning stage.  This makes Devizes Assize 
Court unusual: the vast majority of other 
Assize Courts, similarly abandoned after the 
1971 review, continue to serve the 
community in various and diverse roles. 

For the Devizes Court, the current round of 
activity offers what is almost certainly the 
last chance to save some vestige of this fine 
and historic building.  There are grounds for 
optimism: Kennet Council has refused to 
renew the planning permission to convert 
the building into 20 residential units on the 
grounds that the permission had been in 
place for 12 years without any progress 
and it is unconvinced about the chances of 
progress in future. This leaves only the  
proposals of the current Working Group, in 
which your Trust is playing its full part. 

This time we must do our utmost to ensure 
that a viable and acceptable plan is 
brought to fruition as soon as possible. 
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Judging by the figures on 
i m m i g r a t i o n  a n d 
p o p u l a t i o n  g r o w t h 
pressure to build new 
homes is likely to 
intensify. Faced with 
Government building 
targets, it is hardly 
surprising that Councils are 
more anxious to grant 
permission than to reject it. 

Whilst sympathetic to the 
need for new homes, we 
must be doubly careful to 
safeguard our heritage, 
which, in the case of 
Devizes, is particularly 
significant. 

This is, of course the 
raison d'être for the Trust.  
The more members we 
have the greater our 
influence and the more we 
can achieve. You can help 
by recruiting new members 
to the cause. If you would 
like extra copies of Trust 
News for this purpose, just 
let me know. It is available 
in electronic format for e-
mailing or in paper form.        
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Readers will see from this, the second edition of the Trust Newsletter in its new format, that 
our Editor, Tony Sedgwick, has now got thoroughly into his stride, producing an entertaining, 
high quality journal.  Part of the increase in our subscription rate (to £8 per household) has 
enabled us to finance this, and to mail the newsletter direct to members.  I hope you all agree 
that this is eminently worthwhile! 

Our Spring Social meeting back on 24 May was combined with our formal AGM.  The 
meeting was principally devoted to Dr Lorna Haycockõs lecture on the quality of life during 
the prosperous period in the 18th Century, when so much of present appearance of the town 

was created.  The meeting was a great success, attracted over 40 members, and approved a 
significant strengthening of the Trust Committee.  Although we released Bob Budden after 
three very effective years, to spend more time with his family as the politicians say, we 
formalised the cooption of Ted East as Secretary, and Matthew McMurray as Architectural 
Historian.  We were pleased to receive Bobõs wife Sueõs offer to become Membership 
Secretary.  Sue is most effective when it comes to getting things done. She will represent 
membersõ interests very creatively, and increase the Trustõs attractions to newcomers. 

A serious question was asked by new member and local councillor Charles Winchcombe, 
about the use of the Trustõs reserves. I was able to explain that some of our reserves are the 
proceeds of dedicated contributions, whilst others are applied from time to time to particular 
capital projects, like the blue commemorative plaques. We might contribute to the Assizes 

restoration in due course, if it is appropriate. 
Our Autumn Social is to be on Thursday 6 September at the St Johnõs Parish Hall.  The main 

attraction will be our own John Girvan, speaking on the bits too good to put into his latest 
book ò Under Devizes ò.  See you there! 

Our Chairman writes: 

Protecting our Heritage 

Town news is mixed, as always, but with 
progress on some important sites. The pizza 
chain ASK are the likely tenants of the old 
Granada building at 42 Market Place, 
although the further works that they are 
proposing in the basement are daunting.  

Wetherspoons have at last started work 
on the old Bealeõs of Bath building, now that 
they have gauged the effects of No 
Smoking in their other pubs. Gaigers plan to 
start demolishing the One-Stop building in 
October, replacing it over the following 18 
months with a much more conforming design, 
and the gap site near the Literary Institute 
at Northgate should soon be filled with a 
new mock òtimber framedò building. 

Anecdotal evidence suggests that retailing 
is down lately in Devizes : I hope that all this 
new restaurant and retail space brings new 
business, not just redistributing existing 
trade. 

Progress with the Assize Courts is 
vanishingly slow. The Working Group still 
meets, the erstwhile planning permission for 
flats was opposed by the Trust and has 
been refused renewal, and any steps 
towards compulsory purchase will be 
complex.  Further feasibility studies may be 
required, to which the Trust could contribute. 

One of our members, Marion MacClean- 
Ives has suggested a blue commemorative 
plaque at one of Stephen Reynoldsõ old 
residences.  Reynolds was a notable writer 
in Edwardian times (òA Poor Manõs Houseó).  

He came from a prominent local family, and 
lived at a succession of different Devizes 
addresses.  We hope to carry more details 
on his life and times in the next issue of Trust 
News. 

The Trust has opposed the erection of a six
-foot security fence around the Hospital site, 
requested by the PCT for òsecurity reasonsò. 
We thought a man in a peaked cap would 
be more sensible. 

CABE, the Commission for Architecture and 
the Built Environment, caused a frisson of 
excitement when they picked out Devizes 
Market òSquareò as a perfect example of 
the reconciliation of traffic needs and a 
public space. They give great credit to 
Kennet Council, but history should have most 
of it.  In former times, the success of Devizes 
as a trading centre provided the need for 
such a large open market area. This 
combined with the preservation of its 
surrounding buildings produce the 
spectacular space we have today. 

We were pleased to hear that an 
application to build in the back garden of 
37 Long Street has been withdrawn. The 
Trust made a comprehensive objection to 
what many fear may well be the òthin end 
of the wedgeó within the conservation zone 

As you will see from page four, Kennet is 
consulting on extending the conservation 
area in Devizes and the Trust is strongly 
supporting this proposal and has responded  
in that vein. 

Page 2 TRUST NEWS 

A t  t h e  A G M  t h e 
membership agreed to 
inc rease  the  annua l 

subscription to a minimum of 
£8 per household. If those of 
you having Standing Orders 
could modify them, that 
would be appreciated.  

S e v e r a l  m e m b e r s 
expressed a view that the 
level was too low, especially 
for a couple. The Chairman 
reminded the meeting that 
the figure was a minimum 
and we would be happy to 
accept higher contributions. 

Our web site is now up 

and running again, thanks to 
some expert help from a 
supporter. 

Over the next few months 
we hope to make it much 
more informative. Already 
copies of Trust News are 
available for downloading. 

We see this site as a key 
factor in our attempt to 
recruit new members from 
the younger generation. The 
site is managed by our 
honorary secretary who will 
be delighted to receive any 
ideas for improving it.  If you 
are ôon-lineõ then take a look 
at  www.trustfordevizes.info 

We extend  a very warm 
welcome to Sue Budden who  
has been co-opted onto the 
Committee to take specific 
responsibility for increasing 
membership and to add a 
much needed female 
representative.  Sue has 
worked hard for the Trust for  
a number of years and we 
are looking forward to 
working even more closely 
with her. 

Sue was one of the first 
women to enter the male 
domain of car sales way 
back in 1975 (she must have 
been a mere slip of a girl 
then!) and rose to regional 
fleet sales manager.  Since 
then she has turned her hand 
to many things, but we are 
hoping that her manifest 
ability in sales will enable us 
to increase our membership 
in the coming months Jeff Ody 

http://www.trustfordevizes.info
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We apologise for the poor quality of this photograph 
but feel the content is well worth the exposure! 

As you can see an arch has been erected at the end of 
the Market Place decorated with the initials, arms and 
motto of the Prince of Walesõ Own Royal Regiment of 
Wiltshire Yeomanry Cavalry. On each supporting pillar is 
a list of battles the Regiment had distinguished itself in, 
as well as the date of its formation, 1794. 

It was in the Bear Inn in Devizes that the resolution to 
raise ten troops of Wiltshire Yeomanry Cavalry was 
taken. This followed an impassioned speech in parliament 
by Pitt the Younger suggesting such a measure would be 
advantageous in maintaining law and order and ensuring 
adequate troops to see off the French should they 
invade.  

In fact so promptly did the gentlemen of Wiltshire 
respond to Pittõs suggestion that the Wiltshire Yeomanry 
Cavalry was placed first in the order of precedence of 
all the yeomanry regiments in the British Army.  

The first troop was based in Bishops Cannings, but once 
the ten troops were fully operational, the base was 
moved to Devizes. 

The Wiltshire Yeomanry were called out numerous times 
to quell riots, including a bread riot in Devizes as early 
as 1795. Following the end of the Napoleonic War riots 
increased and so successful was the Wiltshire Yeomanry 
in suppressing these that the title ôRoyalõ was bestowed 
on it in 1831. A further honour came in 1863 when the 
Marlborough troop accompanied the Prince of Wales on 
the occasion of his visit to the Savernake Forest and were 
granted permission to add òThe Prince of Walesõ Ownó 

to its title. 
The intention in forming Yeomanry Units was to use them 

primarily for internal security, not overseas service, and 
therefore the regiment took no part in the Crimea War.  
However, the War Ministry came under such immense 
pressure to provide additional cavalry during the Boer 
War that the Government decided to form an Imperial 
Yeomanry.  Officers and men of the Wiltshire Yeomanry 
constituted a large part of the 1st Imperial Yeomanry 
which served with such distinction that the regimental 
guidon bears the words 'South Africa 1900-01.' 

The regiment served in France in the Great War and 
took part in many of the great battles including Ypres, 
Passchendaele, the Somme and  Messines. 

It appears that this photograph records a celebration 
of the Regimentõs success in this war, but I would be 
grateful if any reader can provide more information on 
the event pictured above. 

The regiment was incorporated in the Royal Armoured 
Corps in 1941 and reformed in the TA in 1947. 

In 1994, 200 years after it was founded, the Prince of 
Walesõ Own Royal Wiltshire Yeomanry was awarded 
the Freedom of Devizes.  
Currently two squadrons remain, ôAõ Squadron in the 
Royal Yeomanry and ôBõ Squadron as the Royal Wiltshire 
Yeomanry Squadron within the Royal Wessex Yeomanry. 

 
In the 18th century a yeoman was a freeholder below the rank of 

gentleman. Most often the term referred to a farmer who owned his 
own fields, but worked for a living. As landowners, albeit in a small 
way, they had an interest in preserving law and order. A Guidon is the 
pole-mounted pointed standard carried by cavalry regiments. -  Ed 
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 From the Devizes Camera Club Archive - Welcoming the Wiltshire Yeomanry 


