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I have always thought how
lucky Devizes was to have so
few empty shops and such a
wide range of independent
traders as well as a good
number of chain shops.
Obviously, there were gaps in
the market for some items but,
in general, we could buy most
of what we needed from shops
in the town centre.

Recently though, we have been
hit by the departure of a
number of chain stores as well
as many of the banks. Wilkos,
Clarks, Halifax, Nat West and
Barclays have all left town, and
Vodafone is leaving at the end
of May. There is an increasing
number of shop units with the
‘To Let’ or ‘For Sale’ sign on the
window.

However much we would like to
have a new department store or
something other than a
hairdresser, barber, coffee
shop or charity shop, the reality
is that the high street is
continuing to adapt to the shift
to online sales. Shops which
provide things that can’t be
obtained online are very much
the way forward. And sadly, the
town council has no way of
influencing who comes to town.

On the positive side, we
understand that Wadworth will
be opening a shop in the
building next to the 3 Crowns,
once Emily’s Tea Rooms. A
couple of the other empty
shops are being prepared for
new owners. Let’s all embrace
the change and keep our
fingers crossed that we will
soon be back to the vibrant
town centre we can all enjoy.
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Two of the long-standing buildings in our
community are up for sale. Both are being
sold by the NHS. We have to move with the
times, but it is also good to look back at
their place in the history of out town.

Southgate House was built on the former
home of Alfred Cunnington. Cunnington
had read about Alexander Graham Bell’s
invention of the telephone which was
published in Scientific American in 1876.
He used the diagrams in the article to make
his own version of the telephone and in
1877, he was able to connect his wine
merchant business at the Old Town Hall
with his home at Southgate House. This
was the earliest commercial use of the
telephone in Britain. There is a plaque on
the wall, erected by the Trust, to
commemorate this.

The Cottage Hospital (pictured below) was
a significant part of the town scene, with an
annual carnival week in aid of ‘our cottage
hospital’ – at least until 1939. A new wing,
bringing accommodation to sixteen beds,
was added in 1887 to mark Queen
Victoria’s Golden Jubilee. In 1904, the first

X-ray apparatus was installed, and a
hospital radio service was introduced in
1925.

By the 1990s, however, the hospital was
beginning to look its age and the rocky
finances of the NHS as a whole demanded
some hard decisions about the future of its
bricks and mortar. A confidential business
plan developed by the Bath District Health
Authority in September 1994 and leaked
the following year, suggested replacing all
cottage hospitals in Wiltshire with a
community hospital in Chippenham and at
Semington.

Devizes Action to Save our Hospital (DASH)
appeared to have been successful but the
Pathways for Change consultation set up by
the Kennet and North Wiltshire Primary
Care Trust came to much the same
conclusion at its predecessor a decade
earlier. The much promised new Health
Centre opened in January 2023 and the
Community Hospital was closed for good.

We can only hope that  these sites are
developed in a way which recognises their
part in the history of Devizes.

Left: Alfred Cunnington’s house. Right: John Girvan demonstrates the Cunnington telephone



I’m sure that we were all disappointed to
hear that this year’s Devizes International
Street Festival has been cancelled as a
result of the Arts Council’s decision not to
grant funding for the event. However,
DOCA will still be running the Picnic in the
Park, the annual Carnival and the Confetti
Battle.

This would have been the 26th
International Street Festival. It was
introduced in 1999, and has grown to
become one of the biggest and most
exciting free outdoor arts events in the
South West.

The Confetti Battle is (probably) unique -
DOCA think it is the only one in the UK.
However, there is evidence of a Confetti
battle on the boulevards of Paris on Mardi

Gras in 1896 (left).

DOCA says “No one can remember the first
official battle but its roots date back to the
old Devizes Carnival in 1913, where
confetti and rose petals were thrown by
the crowd at people in the procession. The
tradition evolved into a fully-fledged battle
around 1955 when it was started by Jim
Jennings.”

The Devizes festival season will kick off on
31st May this year with the Devizes Arts
Festival, followed by the DOCA events in
July and August and then the Devizes Food
and Drink Festival in September. This year,
there is definitely a sense of ‘use them or
lose them’. Let’s all support our festivals to
make sure they continue for many years.

Devizes Festivals

The Trust’s AGM was held on
Thursday 21st March at Devizes
Cheese Hall. 30 members
attended. Mark Boden chaired the
meeting.

Before the meeting got down to the
real business of the day, there was
a presentation from the National
Grid project team who are working
on the removal of 12 pylons and
4km of overhead cables.

The scheme will see electricity
cables going underground to
significantly enhance the
landscape and views north of
Devizes as part of National Grid’s
Visual Impact Provision (VIP)
project, which is a national
programme to reduce the visual
impact of existing high voltage
power lines in selected areas
across England and Wales. There
was time for questions after the
presentation ended, and members
were able to find out more about
this very interesting and
worthwhile project.

Members were able to read the
annual and financial reports for
2023. James Flood had prepared a
short supporting document for the
financial report. He considered that
the finances were in good shape
and there was no need for an
increase in subscriptions in 2024.
In view of the ever-increasing price
of postage stamps, he also
appealed to those who are still
receiving paper copies of the Trust
News to consider receiving an
online copy. The election of
Trustees was agreed with the
current Trustees remaining in
place for another year.

David Dawson gave an update on
the Assize Court project. The latest
news can be found at

https://tinyurl.com/devizesassizecourt1

Under Any Other Business, Mrs Sue
Budden announced the sad death
of Jeff Ody, formerly Chairman of
the Trust. An obituary can be found
on our back page.

The meeting closed at 9pm.

The Trust AGM

15th June: Took coach and away,
without any of the other stage coaches
that go out of this town today and rode
all day with some trouble, for fear of
being out of our way, over the Downs,
where the life of the Shepherd is, in fair

weather only, pretty.

In the afternoon, came to Abury, where,
seeing great stones like those of
Stonehenge standing up, I stopped,
and took a countryman of that town,
and he carried me and showed me a
place trenched in, like Old Sarum
almost, with great stones pitched in it,
some bigger than those of Stonehenge
in figure, to my great admiration; and
he told me that most people of
learning, coming by, do come and view
them, and that the King (Charles II) did
so; and the Mount cast hard by is called
Silbury, from one King Seall buried
there, as tradition says. I did give this
man one shilling.

Before night, come to Marlborough,
and lay at the Hart; a good house, and
a pretty fair town for a street or two;
and what is most singular is, their
houses on one side having their pent-
houses supported with pillars, which
makes it a good walk.

Confetti battles then … and now!

https://tinyurl.com/devizesassizecourt1


Bookings and enquiries:
www.wiltshiremuseum.org.uk

Or call 01380 727369

You can now search the
Museum's Collections

database online
www.wiltshireheritagecollections.org.uk

Museum 
A selection of forthcoming events

WALK: Ranscombe Bottom and
Morgan’s Hill – a Hidden Wiltshire
walk
This very picturesque walk is along the
bottom of Cherhill Down through
Ranscombe Bottom, along the Roman
road to Morgan’s Hill before returning
through Calstone Wellington.
15th June 2024 1:00 PM - 5:00 PM
Cost: £13 (£11 WAHNS members).
Booking essential

ONLINE TALK: Recent Research on
Clarendon Park
Clarendon Park, in south-east Wiltshire,
is a former royal estate, esteemed by
medieval kings for deer-hunting. The
magnificent Clarendon Palace, now a
ruin, was the setting for feasting and
entertainment, but also for conducting
serious matters of state.
26th June 2024, 7:30 pm - 9:00 pm
Cost: £10 per screen. Booking essential.

WALK: Milk Hill and Wansdyke – a
Hidden Wiltshire walk
A 4-mile evening walk.
27th  June 2024 7:00 PM - 9:00 PM
Cost: £13 (£11 WAHNS members)
Booking essential.

WALK: Drawn to Oare: Eric Ravilious
landscapes in the Vale of Pewsey
A walk to locations associated with Eric
Ravilious and some of his little-known
watercolours of the Pewsey Vale - and
visit Oare House gardens (£8 extra).
30th June 2024 11:30 AM - 5:00 PM
Cost £12 (£10 WAHNS members).
Booking essential.

ONLINE TALK: Wiltshire Pastimes: An
Historical Look at Sport and
Recreation in Wiltshire
25th September 2024, 7:30 pm - 9:00
pm
Cost: £10 per screen. Booking essential.

For more information, go to
www.wiltshiremuseum.org.uk/events/

In 1838 the castle estate had come into
the possession of the bank in St. John's
Street who sold it to Valentine Leach, a
Devizes tradesman. Leach built himself
an imposing castellated residence on
the site of the southern windmill tower,
On his death his son Robert Valentine
tried to sell the house which by then
was styled Devizes Castle.

 The attempt failed, some parts of the
estate were sold off, and Leach left the
town. The castle was let and the
grounds were opened as pleasure
grounds to a limited public. Leach
returned in about 1860, and for the
next 20 years occupied himself in
enlarging the castle and introducing
'Norman constructions' into the
grounds. Extensive excavations were
carried out in 1858, and it was at that
time that the footings of the former hall
piers were examined.

When Leach died the property was
bought at what was then thought to be
a bargain price by Sir Charles Rich. He
altered the house but seems not to
have shared Leach's antiquarianism, for
by  1903 the earthworks were
overgrown. On the death of Lady Rich
in 1918 the property was purchased by
E. C. Reed, whose trustees sold it after
his death to R. J. Clappen.

In 1951 Mr. H. Brown, a Birmingham
builder, bought it from Clappen and
divided it into two lots. One, the 'North
Tower', he sold to W. B. Medlam who
sold it on in 1955 to Mr. E. B. M. Kemp.
The other, the 'South Tower', was sold
to Mr. T. G. Waugh, from whom it was
purchased by R. N. Newsome and Miss
Delia G. M. Tudor-Hart in 1956. From
them Mrs. I. M. Durand bought it in
1961.

The irregularly-shaped stone mansion
owes much to the two Leaches.
Valentine replaced the southern

windmill tower with a massive circular
one, the principal part of his new
residence. The building was designed
to suggest an embattled Norman castle
by H. E. Goodridge of Bath. On the east
front was a large round-arched
entrance with machicolations and a
portcullis, and above the tower parapet
rose a look-out turret containing a
spiral staircase. The northern windmill
tower was preserved and crowned with
battlements.

R. V. Leach's northward extensions,
built piecemeal between about 1860
and 1880, trebled the size of the house.
They incorporated the windmill tower
of which the original brickwork is still
visible. Leach inspired the design but J.
A. Randell co-operated with him as
architect.

At the north end of the house they built
an octagonal conservatory, connected
to his drawing room by a curved and
arcaded 'fernery'. Various ornamental
features in the grounds, notably the
so-called St. John's or Bishop's gate, are
partly constructed of genuine 12th-
century fragments from St. John's
church, the west end of which was
being rebuilt in 1862–3. Leach's last
work was the entrance lodge, in the
form of a Norman gatehouse, on the
approach road from St. John's Street.
Alterations made to the house by Sir
Charles Rich at the end of the century
included the replacement of many
'Norman' windows by larger ones of
Tudor design. He also built a billiard
room and new stables.

In 1971 the mansion was occupied as
three dwellings and the gatehouse
lodge was converted into a substantial
house.

Extract from British History Online
https://tinyurl.com/devizescastle

The castle today, with scaffolding



This year’s Heritage Open Day will take place on Saturday 14th
September. Notable buildings throughout the town will be open to the
public, and the Museum will be free to enter. More details in the next
edition.
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Since we last covered the ongoing
story of the former Royal Oak in New
Park Street, there has been a
development.

The current owners put the building
up for sale, and have found a buyer
who is apparently very keen to get
things moving forward with the
renovation.

However, the present owner has a
Trust looking after his financial
matters which is delaying things,
but this is not expected to take too
long.

We will be amazed but very pleased
if the building finally gets the
attention it deserves and continue
to press Wiltshire Council to ensure
that this happens.

It is with great sadness that we report
the death of Jeff Ody, formerly
Chairman of the Trust for Devizes,
Wiltshire Councillor and Devizes Town
Councillor.

Jeff was a latecomer to Devizes but
was passionate about our town and
quickly made his mark. He was elected
Chairman of the Trust in 2002 when he
took over from Major General John
Page.

In his first year as Chair, Jeff oversaw
the replacement of the Trust’s blue
plaques with an improved acrylic
version as well as opposing housing
development off Quaker’s Walk and
pressing for a new hospital.

In 2004, Jeff reported that the Trust
now had an operational website and
continued to be involved in
developments at the Wharf. The Assize
Court was also a concern to the Trust.

Many of these issues are still ongoing.

Jeff was instrumental in having the
statue of Queen Victoria renovated and
the Trust commissioned stonemason
Geoffrey Stephenson to carve a new
replacement head for Victoria. On 28th
November 2009, Jeff, together with
the Devizes MP Michael Ancram,
unveiled the statue at the Alms Houses
in Victoria Road (see photo).

Jeff stood down as Chairman in 2009
as he found it increasingly difficult to
combine his new Wiltshire council
duties with the role of Chairman of the
Trust. Ted East took over as Chairman.

At his Memorial Service on 26th April,
Jeff’s daughters, Katy and Nancy,
spoke lovingly about memories of
their Dad and he will be sorely missed
by them, their mother Gill and all his
friends and former colleagues. May he
rest in peace.

Left to right: Devizes mayor John Leighton, Michael Ancram MP and Jeff Ody
At the dedication of the restored statue of Queen Victoria, 2009

Printing and posting the Trust News
is a major expense for the Trust, and
the recent rise in the cost of postage
stamps has made the situation worse.

You can opt to receive a “soft” copy of
the Trust News by Email. Log in to the
Trust website, select Edit Profile and
set Soft TN to “Y”. Or contact the
Honorary Secretary by email.


