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TRUST NEWS 

From the Editor 

We are coming the end of yet 
another year. (Why is it that the 
older I get the faster the years 

seem to go by?) 
For the Trust it has been a 

good one. We have recruited 
an appreciable number of new 
members, published our first 
full colour version of the Town 
Trail and are well on the way 
to rescuing the Queen Victoria 
Statue from her remote and 
dangerous position outside 
Kwik-Fit and arranging for her 
restoration. 

We have been active in 
projects affecting our townõs 
future, particularly the 
Hillworth Park proposal and 
the upgrading of the Brittox 
and, most pleasing of all, the 
Norton Pyramid in Albion 
Place.  

What is in store for 2009 with 
our new Unitary Council?  

I have been challenged by 
being shown a record of the 
Trustõs achievements in its 
earlier years -  the rescue of St 
Johnõs Alley being foremost. 
With their determination and 
enthusiasm these earlier 
members achieved a huge 
amount.  

Whatever issues arise in 

2009 let us, the present 
generation, strive to emulate 
our forebears in keeping 
Devizes a fine place to live.   
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New Plans for New Park Street to the Wharf 

Inside this issue: 

In a previous issue of Trust News we drew 
the attention of our readers to the poor state 
of some of our fine buildings and called on 
businesses occupying such buildings to make 
more effort to maintain them. 

Recently we received a letter from one of 
our members drawing our attention to the 
condition of a particular commercial building 
and asking that we act to ensure that it is 
repaired.   Subsequently correspondence on 
this issue has been published in the Gazette 
and Herald. 
It is a key component of the Trustõs mission to 

ensure that the built environment is maintained 
to a high standard. However, it must be 
understood that we have no statutory powers 
to compel owners to take action and can only 
remind them of their role as custodians of the 
buildings they occupy and stress that they 
have a responsibility to ensure that they are 
cared for and passed to the next generation 
in good order.  

It would be unfair to condemn business 
owners as a group, for many of the shops and 
offices are well maintained and a credit to 
both the owners and to the town. Sadly there 
are some glaring examples of neglect. 
Whether they remain such because the 
business is indifferent to its image or simply 
cannot afford the cost of repairs is something 

we do not know. Whichever it is, the result is 
upsetting to those of us who appreciate fine 
buildings and love our town. 
The question for the Trust is òwhat is to be 
done?ó 

Your committee has taken the view that 
ònaming and shamingó  is not an activity we 
wish to involve the Trust in. The reasoning 
being that little would be gained and the 
goodwill that the Trust has built up over many 
years could be jeopardised.  

Unlike the Trust, the District Council does 
have the power to force the owner to make 
repairs, but it does not provide any funds 
towards the cost of doing so. These are 
usually far higher than for the equivalent 
work on an unlisted building and there is no 
doubt that this is a major factor in delaying 
repairs as long as possible. 

 It has been suggested that the Trust should 
make grants towards repairs.  Our funds are 
small and just one or two relatively minor 
repairs would drain our reserves completely.  
This is just not a practical proposition.   

 At one time grants were available for 
repairs to listed buildings, but were 
withdrawn some years ago. Given the 
Governmentõs desire to stimulate business and 
employment perhaps it is time they 
reconsidered this decision. 

Plans have been revealed to develop the 
parcel of land lying between The Royal Oak 
and Couch Lane on New Park Street all the 
way back to Commercial Road. 

This consists of a hotchpotch of commercial 
buildings of little merit in themselves and there 
is no question that the area will benefit by 
new development. 
Several of the Trustõs Committee attended 

the public viewing of the plans at the Castle 
Hotel and subsequently discussed these in 
detail. 

Our conclusion is that the plan should be 
welcomed since it will greatly enhance this 
area of the town.  The Trust does have some 
worries, however. 

Our main concern relates to the demolition 
of the warehouses on Commercial Road and 
their replacement by a modern building. 
Matthew McMurray expressed the Trustõs 

view that "maintaining as much of the 
remaining industrial character as possible is 
vital to the Wharf's sense of place. In the 
inter-war years, when these were built, the 
Wharf was a focus for warehousing activity 
and this role, even if purely non-functional, 
should be incorporated into the new design." 

Our second concern relates to the lack of on
-site parking. The Architects have designed the 
site to be largely car-free with very few 
parking spaces. The Trust remains unconvinced 
that residents of Devizes without a car are 
seriously inconvenienced and it certainly 
believes that those involved in commerce 
cannot manage without one, given the 
limitations of our public transport services and 
particularly the remoteness of any main-line 
rail service.  

The Trust has made these comments formally 
to the Architects and awaits a response.    

The Trust and Maintenance of Listed Buildings 
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Protecting our Heritage by Jeff Ody 

If the scale of involvement is a measure of success, then the Trust is being very successful 
just now, and increasingly so with what our Editor calls ôQuality of Lifeõ issues, rather than 
with matters purely of conservation. 

The Devizes Development Partnership is leading an initiative to refresh the look of the 
Brittox, in hopes of having a scheme òoven readyó for the new Unitary Council to adopt 
next year.  This would be good, if the new Wiltshire Council has the time and the money 
to pursue it, and so the Trust is being supportive of it. Contrary to what the Gazette 
printed, it is not intended to glaze over the whole street, as one town councillor 
suggested, but to deal with all the details which can make such a big difference: the 
paving, the paintwork and wires, the lighting and street furniture.  Over the next few 
weeks I shall be visiting other towns with the Town Centre Manager to view current best 
practice and seek to learn from the experience of others. 

The Town Council is within box-ticking distance now of winning their million pounds to 
remodel Hillworth Park.  This will be a serious management challenge for the Council, and 
the Trust is helping with the Friends group, whilst Tony Bolland is providing professional 
services to the design team. 
We continue to monitor the Quakers Walk development, which hasnõt gone away, 

despite the credit crisis.  The developers are expected to put in their application for the 
Reserved Matters at the end of the month, and suggested an increase in the house 
numbers, but have been limited to 244 as originally requested.  We are assured that the 
foul water drain will not be too large to traverse the bridge without spoiling it, and the 
planners are looking for a scheme to keep the gates in a closed position, as set out by 
our Clifford Ellison and Tony Sedgwick. 

We have reviewed the new mixed use development proposed for the Checkpoint Tyres 
site on New Park Street and through to Commercial Road, and supported it in principle 
apart from the usual inadequate parking.  We are also convening a meeting with County 
Highways to discuss revising the pedestrian crossing outside Wetherspoonõs on St Johnõs 
Street.  This is because the òfootfalló generated by their new Silk Mercer pub is so much 
greater than before, and visibility so limited, that it causes repeated conflict with passing 
traffic.  Unfortunately, crossing lights may be the best solution. 
This all keeps us busy, but meanwhile donõt forget our Christmas Social on Friday 5 

December!  Since this is my last letter of 2008, I would also like to wish you a Happy 
Christmas and a Peaceful New Year. 

 

Our Chairman writes: 

Jeff Ody 

A set of photographs of 
the earlier days of the Trust 
have come to light and 
these give a fascinating 
insight into those early 
days.  So much so, in fact, 
that your committee has 
decided to make them into 
a slide show.  

They catalogue many 
solid achievements made 
by our forerunners in the 
Trust including the huge 
effort that went into the 
rescue of St Johnõs Alley,  
together with the survival 
of Great Porch House and 
Shanes Castle, both 
threatened by Road 
Improvement Schemes, as 
well as many more less 
prominent achievements  

The slide show is 
available on our website 
and in a PowerPoint show 
which we will make 
available for talks on the 
Trust. We are also happy to 
provide a speaker for any 
such meeting. 

The Trust wishes to 
congratulate the Town 
Council on its successful bid 
for Lottery money for the 
refurbishment of Hillworth 
Park and stands ready to 
provide what assistance it 
can to ensure that the next 
stage, which will secure the 
money, is completed 
smoothly. 

Devizes has lost many of 
its open spaces to housing 
development in recent 
years and the Trust believes 

that the plans for Hillworth 
will greatly enhance the 
townõs amenities. 

AN APOLOGY 

The Committee wishes to 
apologise to new members 
who experienced long 
delays in having their 
application acknowledged 
and consequently missed 
the last issue of Trust 
News. 

Steps have been taken to 
ensure that such delays 
will not occur in the future 
and we thank you for your 
understanding. 

The routine flow of Planning Applications continues to produce schemes on which 
we think it appropriate to comment, including various residential ones, and most 
prominently, the new Travelodge with its signs and lighting.  Although this is a 
òbackground taskó for the Trust, we experience a considerable degree of success in 
preventing undesirable schemes. 

The Crammer wall collapse is going to be an expensive commitment for the Town 
Council and for St Jamesõs Church.  By coincidence, it was a council wall on the road 
side edge of the Crammer which brought the Trust into being, and we are working 
with the Church and Devizes Development Partnership to create an Appeal Fund 
and a project group, which DDP would lead. 

The Trust now have legal title to the Queen Victoria statue, and what started as a 
bright idea, has turned out to be a major exercise! John Girvan has been managing 
the rescue mission from Kwik-Fitõs car park. She will be moved to the Museum where 
she will be housed temporarily and where the repairs can be carried out.  John now 
has all the elements in place for the òBig Liftó, as soon as a date can be agreed.  
Lifting equipment has kindly been offered by Gaigers and the stone mason who the 
Trust has commissioned to undertake the repairs will be on hand to supervise Queen 
Victoriaõs safety.  The  occasion will be recorded by the Devizes Video Club and we 
hope to show this at a future social event. 
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  A Late Victorian Christmas in Devizes By John Girvan & Tony Sedgwick 

The Silk Mercer revives old memories 

What was Christmas like for our Victorian ancestors? For 
many of us, it is that first portrayed by Dickens and later 
romanticised by others.  The actual truth was that it depended 
very much on where you sat on the social ladder. Whatever 
your situation however, the Victorians made sure their Christmas 
was the very best they could afford. 

 The first myth we must explode is that commercialism had not 
yet influenced the celebration. That is certainly not true. 
Shopkeepers made much of the coming festival and decorated 
their shops extensively. The first commercially printed Christmas 
cards were sent in 1843 and quickly became the accepted 
norm among the upper classes.  The Christmas Tree, long a 
feature of the German Christmas had been introduced in 1841 
when Prince Albert arranged one for the Royal Family and was 
soon emulated by all who could afford it. In 1850 Christmas 
Crackers made their appearance and soon graced the 
Christmas tables of the wealthy.  

The homes were elaborately decorated, mainly with holly 
and ivy as indeed were the churches. 

Then, as now, families came together at Christmas and 
Christmas Eve would have been a busy one for Devizes Station, 
opened in 1857. 

In 1823 the famous poem òThe Night before Christmasó was 
published and that ensured that children were very familiar 
with Father Christmas and even the names of his reindeer.  As 
portrayed in the poem each child would hang a stocking on the 
fireplace to find it filled with toys and gifts, unless the home 
was poor (as very many were) when fruit and sweets often had 
to suffice. 

Food, as now, played a major role in the festivities.  For the 
rich the Christmas meal was a complex affair with many 
courses. The Great Bustard, once a much favoured Christmas 

dish, had been hunted to extinction by the 1830s; turkey was 
not yet established as the first choice meat for Christmas Day, 
although it was popular; goose and beef were eaten by many, 
as indeed was game in its many varieties. The poorer folk 
would have had to rely on chicken or rabbit, however. 

Before lunch, virtually every family would go to Church to 
worship the coming of the Christ Child and in most households 
the opening of presents would have to wait the completion of 
the meal. 

There was, of course no radio or television, but Victorians 
were very used to entertaining themselves and each member of 
the family and the guests, whatever their age, was expected to 
perform their òparty-pieceó. 

Boxing Day became a public holiday in 1871 so it was a day 
to continue the festivities with sporting events and that great 
British tradition, the Pantomime.  

In Victorian times, there was no mail-order and no internet.  
Shopping was essentially local but there was no shortage of 
shops in Devizes. 

   It is pleasing to be able to report that a number of these 
have survived and indeed prospered to the present day. 
Purchasing meat and game for the Christmas table would have 
been from one of a large number of Devizesõ butchers, of 
which only one remains: Walter Rose and Son began trading in 
1847 and were well known for their display of Christmas 
poultry. Another popular shop, still trading after over 125 
years, is Edwin Giddings Wine Shop in St Johnõs Street.  
Presents of jewellery, clocks and watches are likely to have 
been bought at H J Johnson, Goldsmith and Jeweller at 1 
Maryport Street.   

There was a wide choice of grocers and greengrocers all 
delivering to your door. Devizes even had its own Department 
Store. Charles Sloperõs occupied four buildings in the Brittox 
and sold an incredibly wide range of products from dresses to 
carpets and from workmenõs overalls to furniture. As was the 
fashion in those days, many of the items sold were made on the 
premises and Sloperõs kept five workrooms busy.   

Music was on sale at Handel House, sporting guns and fishing 
tackle in the Market Place. Bicycles were popular and two 
shops  built and sold their own machines from around the turn 
of the century. 

 Ample choice then, for anyone wishing to buy Christmas 
presents locally. 

Their was also a wide choice of entertainment, most of it 
provided by enthusiastic amateurs such as the Devizes Musical 
Association, the Devizes Amateur Town Band and the Devizes 
Amateur Dramatic Club. The towns theatre, located on the site 
now occupied by Kwik-Fit had been closed in the middle of the 
century, so the Corn Exchange was the main venue for concerts 
staged by these bodies as well as for an annual pantomime 
season.   

The name of the new Public House in St Johnõs Street takes its 
name from John James Fox & Son who occupied the premises 
around 1839. At that time the company was known for its 
manufacture of a woven woollen fabric known as ôlinsey-woolseyõ. 
Later the business was advertised as linen and woollen drapers 
and silk mercers.  

Silk was a desirable material for clothing and furnishing. Its use 
for clothing in England began with the arrival of protestant 
refugees from the continent in the 16th and 17th centuries, which 
included silk weaving as one of the skills they brought with them 

Until that time clothes had been made of heavy, coarse woollen 

materials. However silks were very expensive and affordable only 
to the rich. The Huguenots, who escaped from France at the 
beginning of the 18th century, were highly skilled in silk production, 
which lowered the price considerably and silk clothes were much in 
demand.  By 1713 some 300,000 people were employed in the 
English silk industry.  Interestingly, the Courtauldsõ textile empire 
sprang from  the son of a Huguenot immigrant, who introduced the 
art of silk throwing (spinning different silks into one, stronger 
thread) into England in 1751. 

There were a number of Silk Mercers in Devizes in the 19th 
century, reflecting the affluence of its residents. 

A signed 1843 Christmas Card sold at auction in Devizes 
in 2004 for £22,000  



 

 

St James - a successful balancing act  
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When planning for the future, the good people of St Jamesõ had to 
consider two churches, the building with all its history and tradition and the 
congregation which makes up the living church.    
Itõs easy to say that the historic building must come first, but what about the 

needs of the living church, how are those to be met? 
The first point architect Peter Kent made when we met was that the 

building has changed many times over the years and this major refurbishment 
was unlikely to be the last.   

The needs of the congregation have changed out of all recognition from 
those which the building was designed to accommodate.  There were no 
pews, people stood or knelt; worship did not take account of comfort, so 
heating was not necessary. Also there were no informal meetings. 
St Jamesõ is very different today.  An active church with three services each 

Sunday and a number of weekday and evening meetings, one large space is 
unsuitable.  Hence the new design with the ability to shut off the back third of 
the church into separate rooms, yet open them to incorporate them back into 
the main body of the church when the need arises. 
The goal for the clergy at St Jamesõ is to make the building a place where 

people will be happy to come and feel welcome. 
There have been a number of pluses with these latest changes. Firstly the 

Tower Room, part of the original 15th century church has been made 
accessible for the first time since the pipe organ was installed in 1841. Not 
only are four original stone carvings now on show, but the Victorian window, 
boarded up for years is now fully visible from the body of the church. The 
pipe organ has been replaced by a digital electronic organ, which faithfully 
reproduces the sound of a pipe organ without the pipes - releasing valuable 
space and reducing maintenance cost. Secondly the enlarged balcony has 
provided extra seating - necessary for major festivals. Thirdly, there are now 
two meeting rooms plus the balcony which are ideal for group activities. 
Fourthly (and by no means least) is the ability to provide space for the 
childrenõs activities without disturbing the worship. 

Great care was taken to conserve the building with the balcony resting on 
new columns to avoid any additional load on the original stone pillars. 

The opinion of those who have had opportunity to see the outcome is 
overwhelmingly that the correct balance has been struck between the 
building and the living church within. 
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Special Christmas SocialSpecial Christmas SocialSpecial Christmas Social    
to be held at 7.30 p.m. on Friday 5h Decemberto be held at 7.30 p.m. on Friday 5h Decemberto be held at 7.30 p.m. on Friday 5h December    

at the Wyvern Club, Church Walkat the Wyvern Club, Church Walkat the Wyvern Club, Church Walk    

when our Guest Speaker will be when our Guest Speaker will be when our Guest Speaker will be    

George Baker,George Baker,George Baker,       
best known as Inspector Wexfordbest known as Inspector Wexfordbest known as Inspector Wexford    

 

The Victorian Window in the Tower revealed for the 
first time in over 100 years 


