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TRUST NEWS 

From the Editor 

Things are different in 
Devizes. A new council is now 
in place and it is establishing 
Area Boards to provide 
local control over each area. 
Quite how this will work 
remains to be seen, but, on 
the face of it, such a system 
promises some degree of 
local input and now our local 
council covers such a large 
area, that is to be 
welcomed. Of course the 
new Council will not be fully 
functional until the members 
are elected next month. 
Given the revelations 
emerging about our MPsõ 
activities one can only hope 
that voters, especially the 
young, are not deterred 
from doing their civic duty. 
Whatever the result of the 
election, it seems that the 
Council will be pressured into 
agreeing to yet more homes 
for Devizes and district. The 
Government is even now 
legislating to weaken the 
protection given to green 
belts - a sure sign that it 
intends covering the country 
with yet more concrete. 
We must continue to be 
vigilant and whenever 
necessary remind our 
politicians that they are our 
servants, not our masters.  
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Changes are worrying at the best of times. 
Given the economic pressures, our concerns 
about the new Wiltshire Council are 
understandable. It is larger and more remote 
than Kennet and therefore may not be so  
focussed on what to us are major issues, because, 
to a Council concerned with almost the whole of 
Wiltshire, such matters might be viewed as 
parochial and insignificant. 

We had an early chance to test the new 
organisation when a lamp column suddenly 
appeared in front of the Wiltshire Friendly 
Society building at the end of Long Street as 
part of the changes being made to the road 
crossings. Hurried checks revealed that although 
the Trust had been consulted on the road layout 
there had been no mention of this intrusive lamp 
column.  On learning that, our Chairman 
prepared to do battle to get it removed. It is 
much to the credit of Wiltshire Council that they 
not only listened, but responded in the most 
positive manner by removing it from the 
offending position. 

We are hopeful, therefore that our relationship 
with Wiltshire will be every bit as effective as it 
was with Kennet. Nevertheless, we need to be 

watchful.  Devizes is a special place with over 
500 listed buildings and much of the town 
protected by conservation orders. Yet we will 
only have four councillors for both Devizes and 
Roundway out of a total of 98.  That is less than 
5% representation, so we will be well advised to 
keep a careful watch on the plans of officialdom 
for our town. 
In this context and spurred on by Jeff Odyõs 

actions, Tony Graham, a member of the Trust, 
wrote to the Director at Wiltshire responsible for 
conservation, George Batten, to point out that 
every Council department should be aware of 
the conservation areas throughout the County 
and how it affects their actions.  As it is, it looks 
very much as if those organising works such as 
replacing lamp columns are either unaware of 
the rules or so disinterested as to ignore them. 
Extracts of Tonyõs letter are reproduced below 

in the hope that it will encourage all our 
members to be active in questioning works in 
conservation areas which threaten the very 
reasons why the area carries that designation. 

Tony has received an encouraging reply, but 
the proof of the pudding, as they say, will be in 
the eating. 

Concern at changes in Council and the Law 

Dear Mr Batten,  
Living near Devizes, I am able to enjoy the 

special character of our local historic 
environment. Fortunately, the conservation areas 
throughout Wiltshire are protected by legislation. 

I am writing to enquire whether the newly formed 
Wiltshire Council is fully aware of how this 
legislation now impacts on each Wiltshire Council 
department. 

Section 71 of The Planning (Listed Buildings 
and Conservation Areas) Act 1990 places a duty 
on the local Planning Authority, i.e. Wiltshire 
Council, to ôpreserve and enhanceõ conservation 
areas. The legislation does not limit this duty to 
any specific department such as Planning Control, 
but is a duty of the whole Authority.  

I would like to know how your Authority plans 
to fulfil its duties under this legislation. In 
particular I am concerned about how the 
Highways Department will contribute to the 
ôpreservation and enhancementõ of our 
conservation areas. I would like your reassurance 
that Wiltshire Council will take into account the 

relevant guidance such as the publication ôStreets 
for Allõ and the Governmentõs ôCommunities and 
Local Governmentõ Guidance PPG15.  

The following are local examples of issues 
which appear to demonstrate a disregard for 

conservation and heritage legislation under the 
previous local government structure and I give 
these examples in order to support my concerns. I 
would therefore appreciate your comments about 
how Wiltshire Council will approach its new 
duties in relation to the examples below.  

1. The placement of a large lamp post at the 
end of Long Street Devizes which has caused 
some comments from the Trust for Devizes about 
its impact on the local street scene.  

2. Damage to the verges through conservation 
areas caused by increased traffic along a large 
number of our rural lanes. 

3. Consideration of road traffic management 
schemes to protect Grade I listed buildings.   

4. The protection of important listed buildings, 
such as the Assize Courts in Devizes.  

Yours etc. 

Tony Grahamõs Letter to Wiltshire Council 
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Following her election at the Annual General Meeting in March, our new Treasurer, Inez 
Skinner, has smoothly picked up the accounting workload from Colvin Chamberlain, Colvin 
having been re-elected to slightly lighter duties as our link man with the Wiltshire Heritage 
Museum.  One early change that we shall see, is that Colvin will no longer provide the 
personal service of reminder calls to those Members who are behind with their subs.  This 
luxury was provided courtesy of Colvinõs goodwill, but as our membership numbers grow it 
becomes increasingly impractical!  In future we shall issue suitably eye catching reminder 
slips with the Newsletter for those not already up to date, and we hope that this will be 
painless and effective.  For those members still paying by out of date Bankers Order, 
please note that the annual standing orders should now be in the amount of £8, plus any 
voluntary contribution, not £5 as previously.  We would be most grateful if you could 
instruct your bank to increase the amount accordingly. 

On a less pecuniary front, the transition phase from Kennet District Council to Wiltshire 
Unitary Council is having a distinctly dampening effect on the flow of conservation issues 
around the Town.  This means less work for your Committee, and comes as a welcome relief 
for those members who are personally involved in the election. 
The Trustõs longer term projects are progressing, if sometimes slowly.  We are 

maintaining contact with Wiltshire Council officers who are nursing the Assize Courts 
through the councilsõ hiatus, and the game of bluff continues between the owner and the 
planners. The process may speed up once the new Wiltshire Council gets behind it.   
Hillworth Parkôs make over (if you can call Ã1.5 million a makeover) is moving much 

more quickly towards a firm offer of funding: the Trust is giving its full support to the Town 
Councilõs financing case while at the same time retaining the freedom to suggest a number 
of aesthetic alternatives.  My own particular hobby horse is to include a fountain, as I 
believe their attractions are much underestimated in the UK, compared with the Continent, 
where they are a common sight. 
Our suggestion that the St Johnsõ Street pedestrian crossing outside the Silk Mercer be 

moved  up to the edge of the Market Place, obtained official support from the Town 
Council on 12 May, where Ted East spoke in its favour.  This should be the last hurdle, since 
Wiltshire are already in agreement.  We also achieved the extraordinarily swift relocation 
of the large street light column, from the front of the old Wiltshire Friendly Society 
building, at very short notice.  Apparently the key words were òno advance consultationó, 
which worked miracles. 

We now have a firm and formalised agreement with 
the St Maryõs Church and Poor Lands Charity to 
provide a permanent home for the statue of Queen 
Victoria which we rescued from the KwikFit site and 
are having restored. The statue will sit centrally in 
front of the Victoria Road almshouses.  This is a most 
happy outcome because the site is most appropriate, 
meticulously cared for, and being professionally 
prepared by Nick Dolman, the architect for the 
Charity.  We hope to have the stonemasonõs repairs 
completed by late July, and to make the move soon 
after. 
Meanwhile, the Town Centre is going through a 
ôBrightening Upõ phase in places; there are facade 
redecorations going on at Costa Coffee and Kadiem 
Hairdressers in Maryport Street, and also at 
Barnadoõs and the Crown Centre around Wine 
Street, which should improve the scenery for summer! 
I am looking forward to seeing you all on 12 June. 

Our Chairman writes: 

Jeff Ody 

The Trust took a stand at 
the Lionsõ May Day Fair for 

the second year running 
and was able to tell 
numerous people about our 
work. We actually signed 

up two new members on 
the day.  
A further four have been 
recruited this month and 

we welcome them all. 
 We are always keen to 
recruit new members since 
this gives us more òcloutó 
w h e n  t a l k i n g  t o 

officialdom. 
Why not persuade your 
friends and neighbours to 
join? 

The Trust is supporting the 

Roundway Action Group 
in its fight to prevent the 
Roundway Farm Grain 

Store being converted into 
industrial units.  

The proposal by the 
Merchant Venturers was 
turned down by Kennet 

Council, but an appeal has 
now been lodged with the 
Planning Inspectorate who 

are expected to make a 
decision this summer. 
The grain store is situated 

on the spur road that leads 
to the White Horse which 

is used by locals and 
tourists alike.  It is single 
lane and certainly not a 

suitable place for industry.    
The Trust has submitted a 
detailed objection to the 

Inspectorate based on the 
unsuitability of the local  
r o a d  n e t w o r k  f o r 

commercial traffic and the 
lack of public transport 

which will result in 
increased car use.  In this 
the Trust has worked 

closely with the CPRE 
which has also submitted 
a powerful objection. 

This underlines again that 
we must be vigilant and 
active if the fine amenities 

we enjoy are to survive.   
The Trust will continue to 

fight all unsuitable 
developments. 

Just what is our chairman up to holding a 
ladder for someone on the church roof? 
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  Down Memory Lane - The Assize Courts. By John Leech 

The Assize Court - further explanations 

No other building in the town yields up more ghosts for me 
than does the shattered frontage of the old Devizes Assize 
Courts. Itself a ghost, it once regularly opened its jaws to 
judges, magistrates, barristers, solicitors, clerks, newspaper 
reporters and defendants surrendering to their bail - all the 
flummery that was needed to ensure justice was done. Here 
on the opening day of a Wiltshire Assize, the judge, in robe, 
ermine and long-bottom wig, would be welcomed by a 
fanfare from trumpeters of the Royal Wiltshire Yeomanry. 

Little groups would foregather in the tiled vestibule within, 
anxious relatives, witnesses waiting to be called, pin-striped 
legal figures, clerks humping deep blue bulging bags.  At 
the farther end and against the wall stood two upright cases 
holding ancient pikes or halberds. 

Court No. 1, to the left, was a great barn-like room, little 
altered since Victorian times, full of dark wood panelling 
and big boxed-in pews. Up on high, to the far right wall 
was the Bench.  From here the judge, now in cooler wig, 
could look down over the bewigged head of his assize clerk 
and across a green-baized table, laden with legal tomes, to 
a succession of benches for barristers, instructing solicitors, 
newspaper reporters; behind them the dock and, behind 
that, rising tiers of hard benches for jurors in waiting and the 
curious public. To the judgeõs left, down there, the witness-
box; to his right, the box for the jury. 

A Wiltshire Assize was not the only grand occasion 
conducted in this courtroom, but with less pomp was the 
Devizes Quarter Sessions presided over by the Borough 
Recorder, a court that lasted several centuries until it was 
peremptorily abolished. Here too Devizes Borough 
magistrates held their Petty Sessions on Monday mornings 
while Devizes Rural District magistrates held theirs on 
Wednesdays. 

Court No 2, to the right of the vestibule, was less grand as 
though here the money had run out, a sort of lesser brother, 
and indeed it was lesser used. But here Judge Kirkhouse 
Jenkins presided over civil actions when compulsive litigants 
could sue each other for their pound of flesh. This second 
court also came into its own when magistrates from other 
parts of the county, who bore their titles easily, presided 
over their Quarter Sessions and occupied both courts. 

But always in remembrance I come back to the panoply of 
No. 1 Court and the Wiltshire Assize. òPut up John Smithó 
calls the clerk. A trap door opens in the floor of the dock, 
immediately behind the Press bench, and, to the sound of 
feet on a wooden stairway, the air is filled with the sweet 
smell of shavings and sawdust.  

Thus John Smith who has been waiting in the cells below, is 
òput-upó - ejected like a Jack-in the box into the heart of the 
dock in the centre of the courtroom. After standing to enter 
his plea he is allowed to sit between two warders. Being 
Englishmen, we donõt stare at him but he is free to stare 
around the court. His view is the reverse view of the judgeõs. 
He notes the backs of the heads of reporters, solicitors, 
bewigged counsel bobbing up and down in turn; then across 
the table, facing him, the clerk and on high the judge. 

The accused knows that if he later chooses to give 

The Assize Court was built in 1835 and functioned as a 
court until 1982. Assize Courts originated in 1166 when 
Henry II established a system of travelling judges. This 
system served England well for over 900 years. 

The Borough Recorder was originally appointed by the 
mayor as someone with legal knowledge to record the 
proceedings of their courts. At the time of our Assize Court, 
the Borough Recorder was a magistrate or judge having 
criminal and legal jurisdiction within the Borough. 

Quarter Sessions were so called because by statute of 
1388 they had to be held at least four times a year. They 
were abolished by the Courts Act 1971. 

Petty Sessions were established under an Act of 1828, 
which formalised the often previously informal summary 
trials presided over by magistrates. This court dealt with 
the more minor infringements of the law. 

One of our oldest members, John joined the Wiltshire Gazette in 1939 and reported on the many trials held in 
the Assize Courts over the years.  In this article he recalls his still vivid memories of those days. 

A Typical Victorian Court Room 

evidence he may leave the dock, accompanied by a warder, 
for the short walk to the witness-box and back; else his only 
hope of leaving the dock - other than the unlikely one of his 
being bound-over - is acquittal by the jury whose twelve faces 
he now sees; they do not return his gaze. Otherwise he must go 
down the way he came up and await free transport to 
Horefield Gaol, Bristol. 
John Smithõs is a long contested case and the day wears on, 

the big round clock on the side wall ticks away, the clerk takes 
a surreptitious pinch of snuff, the lights come on and the dark 
woodwork and green table are bathed in yellow. 

Here and in the vestibule outside, anguish, sorrow, grief are 
palpable, not diminished for me by years of court reporting. 
Small wonder that today I cast a cold eye on the future use of 
what we still call the òAssize Courtsó as the argument sways 
back and forth, like barristersõ submissions, across the years. 


