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From the Editor 
 
Happy New Year and Welcome to the first edition of the Buttercross Bulletin of 2017. 
 
This month’s edition has a gentle river theme to it with a few linked items exploring 
aspects of the River Avon, an important part of the town. The inspiration for this special 
came from an article sent in by one of our members. The lovely reminisce of Past 
Summer Days on the River Avon (page 6) sent me in search of other river related 
material, I came across a song written by local musician Paul Darby (page 9) and civic 
society member Don Little supplied a great collection of images of the river in flood 
(page 10). The River in Chippenham (page 12) completes the river theme.  
 
Happy reading! 
 
Bulletin Editor… contact details 
 
Elaine Davis      
11 Parkfields       
Chippenham      
SN15 1NX  
Tel: 01249 445945     
elaine2archive@hotmail.com  
  
Please contact me if you have any suggestions for items of interest relating to 
Chippenham, past or present, contributions of articles or photos or have any comments 
that you wish to make. 
 

Deadline for contributions to the May edition is 31 March. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

CHIPPENHAM CIVIC SOCIETY WEBSITE 
www.chippenhamcivicsociety.co.uk 

Like us on facebook /ChippenhamCivicSociety 
 
 
Disclaimer 
Chippenham Civic Society cannot be held responsible for any loss or damage to 
unsolicited photographs or manuscripts or any errors of fact. The views expressed by 
contributors to the Buttercross Bulletin are not necessarily those of the Editor or the 
Civic Society. 

 

 

The Bulletin can be sent via email as an electronic PDF version - please 
let us know via the website at www.chippenhamcivicsociety.co.uk 
 

mailto:elaine2archive@hotmail.com
mailto:chippenhamcivicsociety@yahoo.co.uk
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Letters to the Editor  
 
Disappearing Chippenham 
It is hard not to notice all the gaps that are appearing in the Chippenham townscape of 
late. First we had the Bridge Centre which succumbed to the bulldozers, swiftly followed 
by the former Allington School buildings. Now the dust is settling on the area that was 
once Dentons Hardware store. Don’t get me wrong I am not against change or 
development but I cannot help looking on these sites with a tinge of sadness.  
 
For me Dentons was a world of delights, screws, nuts, bolts, hinges, latches, brushes … 
I could go on! It didn’t matter what you wanted they had everything from 13mm cross 
thread sheet metal screws to a snow shovel. I can still remember the smell, a cross 
between damp and rust, I loved it. Outside was an array of metal dustbins which 
became makeshift drums for any children passing by and the odd adult or two, I am 
sure. It was truly like the Two Ronnies sketch, Fork handles. 
 
A lovely memory of Dentons and my children were among those who used the dustbins 
as drums! Please keep sending me your comments and observations either by email to 
elaine2archive@hotmail.com or via Chippenham Museum.  

 

 
 
Image of a snowy Park Lane in 1950s showing Pearce & Son Furnishers and 
Ironmongers on the site that later became Dentons. 
Courtesy of Chippenham Museum and Heritage Centre  
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Planning Matters Roundup January 2017             Jennifer Rudd 

                                                                                                   
 
There are several large development sites being considered in the Chippenham area.  

 
1 Hunters Moon development.  
 
This is submitted by Bloor Homes for 450 homes by the A350, SW Chippenham. 
This is part full and part outline.                                              
 
2 Easton Ave and Methuan Business Park.  
 
This is within the Parish of Corsham and will cover 11 fields, the boundary will be 
moved to bring this into the Chippenham area. 
 
3 Rawlings Green Development, Cocklebury Lane. 

  
The boundaries for this development will be Monkton Park and the railway line. The 
proposal is for 700 dwellings. 
 
4 The Pheasant Public house has been given permission to build a 16 bed hotel.  
 
4 Bath Road Car Park. 16/11222/FUL. 

 
Plans to remove the 6 canopies, wall toilet block and office in order to create more 
parking spaces. 
 
5 36, Market Place 16/11758/FUL 
 
Permission is sought to change this important listed building from offices and 
storage to 7 domestic dwellings. The shop (which used to be the Off License and 
then briefly a Travel Agents) will be retained. 
 
6 The Westmead Hub.  

 
We are delighted to see this initiative by the Chippenham Borough Lands Charity to 
develop the Westmead playing fields. The plans will include an activity area which 
allows for ‘wheeled sports basin, i.e. skateboards, BMX and scooters. Also a café, 
climbing wall, natural amphitheatre, meeting spaces for young and old and more 
than 6000 new trees to be planted.  
 
These plans are at an early stage but very exciting. To see more visit the website, 
http://westmeadhub.org 
  

 
If you have concerns about any of these applications do look them up on the 
Wiltshire Council website and express your views. 
 
 

http://westmeadhub.org/
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Summer Day on the River Avon – Chippenham 
Memories from a Civic Society Member  

I recently read in an article, issued by the Environmental Agency, that the indigenous 

species of crayfish was threatened with extinction. This immediately filled me with guilt, 

for as a young urchin I was in some way personally responsible for the demise of this 

tiny crustacean.   

As a child the town mill was a favourite haunt for children growing up and trying to catch 

the large Roach in the crystal water, a source of endless fun during the summer days 

spent by the river. Half 

an eye on the float and 

the other open for Mr 

Scott the Water–Bailiff 

who issued the day 

tickets on behalf of 

Nestles the owners. 

Our escape route was 

always the same – as 

he came over the 

sluice gates in front of 

the main mill building 

we would cross the 

carrier stream which 

tumbled over the long 

fixed weir by way of 

precarious metal bridge onto an island and then on again over a dilapidated wooden 

bridge to emerge behind what is now Wilkinsons, triumphant. Another island was 

completely inaccessible; this was the domain of a family of swans who nested each 

year in the same place. At breeding time their temperament would become most hostile 

and we learnt to avoid casting our lines anywhere near. A family of otters were also 

reported to inhabit this small island although this was a sight I was never privileged to 

see. I cannot give an exact date for all this activity except to relate the story of an angler 

who finished, on an almost daily basis, under a willow tree. Whilst talking to him one 

summer’s day he remarked that he was in training at the new swimming pool in 

Monkton Park due to it having the only facility in the country for an important swimming 

event, possibly the Olympics. I wonder if any of the readers can tell me who he was and 

if he ever won any medals? 

Further down the stream the Old Market Place, behind the George Inn, was the site of a 

splendid bridge which led onto ‘the Isles of Rea’. This had a cobbled floor, high vaulted 

wooden roof and if my memory serves me correct, stained glass panels on each side. I 

had often wondered how and why such a bridge was constructed and for what purpose? 

Another local name for the island was ‘The Ponds Island’ and a possible explanation 

given to me as a child was that the island may have been used, at some stage, for 

View of rear of Town Mill from River Avon circa 1940s 
courtesy of Chippenham Museum and Heritage Centre 



7 

 

kennelling hunting dogs. The island was then used as allotments and as children, it 

gave us access to the best swim on the river. As the milk was discharged from the 

Nestles Factory opposite the huge shoals of dace would go in a ‘feeding frenzy’. The 

sight of an endless stream of small cans of condensed milk rolling along on an 

overhead conveyor was a spectacle I will never forget. 

At the downstream end of the island near the site of a wooden bridge, that has long 

since been swept away, was an area with the highly original name of ‘Back Avon’ this 

flowed behind an row of cottages and a slaughterhouse. I can remember the men from 

the slaughterhouse 

tossing a large 

hessian sack on a 

rope into the river. 

This sack was filled 

with offal, which 

was a unique way 

of catching the 

many eels that 

congregated on 

their journey 

upstream. The next 

challenge for any 

small boy was 

worthy of a 

Royal Marines 

assault course. 

This entailed a bridge a goat and an apple tree. The bridge was a metal structure, 

festooned with barbed wire and carried a large cable across the river. On the River 

Street side was a white cottage and within the grounds an orchard with an apple tree. 

This tree was guarded by the goat, which was tethered on a chain attached to a pole 

driven into the ground. Crossing the bridge was a feat in itself as was scaling the apple 

tree, but calculating the length of the chain – this required more than a small amount of 

skill! 

More sign of the power of the river being harnessed for industry appeared downstream 

where a long concrete weir diverted the water into a tunnel under an old tannery. We 

were never quite sure where this tunnel led to or what it was used for and brave as we 

were, never unable to pluck up the courage to find out. The Tannery had by this time 

ceased production and the premises were now being used to manufacture OXO cubes. 

Opposite the factory was a sandy bank rising high above the water’s edge, this 

contained tunnels which were the nests of Sand Martins that darted in and out endlessly 

all summers long. With daylight fading or thoughts now turning to, by now, anxious 

mothers, we then set off past Fosters Farm with only one small task remaining. This 

was to relieve a ‘crusty old sea fairing gentleman’ of a few peaches from his walled 

garden before heading up Lowden Hill and home! 

Back Avon Bridge courtesy of Chippenham Museum and Heritage  
                                               Centre 
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You will now gather that life in the sixties in Chippenham was more like being a member 

of village society rather than a large town, where any minor misdemeanours were 

reported directly to your father rather than to the local constabulary. Crayfish and shoals 

of darting Dace are all gone, together with the Sand Martins but the memory of long 

summers days spent on the banks of the River Avon will remain with me always  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Membership matters 
 
Welcome to our new members:   
 
Mrs & Mrs Mary & Cedric Norton, Christine Wimbush, Shelagh Johnson, Truda & Peter 
Uglow, Jennie James from Chippenham Rob & Jill Hillman from Trowbridge. 
 
 
A reminder if you have not renewed your subscription: Speedy return of the forms to 
Marilyn Stone would be much appreciated. If you do not renew this will be your last 
issue of the Bulletin. Also please ensure that if you pay by standing order this is for the 
correct amount (£12) 
 
If you use Social Media don’t forget to like us on Facebook. 

 

 

Not Cray fish and Dace but circus Elephants from Bostock and Wombwell's Circus, 
washing in the River Avon by the Town Bridge, 1906.  

This image recently featured on BBC Wiltshire’s Facebook page. 
Courtesy of Chippenham Museum and Heritage Centre 
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Island Park Tree  

by Paul Darby 

Beside this ancient river, the centuries flow by  
And from my spreading branches, a thousand herons fly 
The murmur of the water, the barbell, pike and dace 
The yellow flag and king cup are with me in this place 
 

I have a tale to tale you, of bridge and stream and mill, 
Of wheels that turned to make your bread, I hear them turning still 
I drank my fill from Monkton spring, saw cloth dry in the sun  
I heard the hounds when they came home, I counted every one  
 
 
Since Empress Maude gave us the land and thorn grew in my crown  
The wagtail, swan and moorhen, I’ve heard them all around  
Then heard the silence of the weir, the mill it ceased to run 
The river and its people, now find their work is done 
 
The music of the river, was all that I could hear 
Now people singing through my leaves, I feel the dancers near  
With children’s’ laughter on the wind, bright bells ring on this day 
Through sun and rain it still goes on, this holiday of MAY 
 
Chorus 
(oh) the Ham, the Rack and the Rea 
These were my islands 
When the weir thundered down  
And the mill turned around  
By the twenty arches of stone  

 
Paul Darby is lead singer of  
The Yirdbards, the song is 
from their most recent album 

Smiled on by the Sun. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



10 

 

Flooding on the River Avon – Chippenham  
 
There are records of major flooding in Chippenham from the 15th century until the 
1960’s.The following photographs of the river in flood in the early 60s come from a 
collection kindly provided by Civic Society member Don Little. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Growing up in Chippenham Don remembers many floods which were a regular 
occurrence. As a young lad at Ivy Lane School he remembers being ferried across the 
flooded bridge in a Bulwark Transport milk tanker to get to and from school.  
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One year the flood water came up as far as the bottom of Monkton Hill, and shops on 
The Bridge, such as the wine merchants, found that the water was rising up from under 
the floor. Don can remember bottles of wine, which were led on their side on racks, 
being lifted off by flood water and floating.    
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The River in Chippenham 
Reproduced by kind permission of Chippenham Museum and Heritage Centre  
 
In the Jurassic period Chippenham was under warm, tropical seas. The creatures 
inhabiting the seas included ammonites, the ancestors of oysters and plesiosaurs. 
There were islands in the seas where tropical plants grew. The sarsen stones at 
Avebury have small holes where the roots of palm trees once reached into the sand – 
the sand was later compacted into rock. 
 
The earliest settlers in the Chippenham area arrived after 10000BC, as the ice caps 
retreated. They were attracted by the fish and game – geese and ducks - associated 
with the wide, shallow river. The river extended from the market place to where 
Marshfield road is today. Living as hunter-gatherers they also benefited from the forest 
bounty of wild boar and deer from Pewsham forest and the land towards Malmsbury. 
Deer bones were found by a cooking pit dated to 6000BC in a dig under the museum. 
 
Roman coins were found during the development of the building that is now Wilkinsons, 
and in one very dry summer, 60 coins were found in the river banks. 
 
Saxon Chippenham was part of the Royal House of Wessex the capital of which was 
Winchester. We know from the Anglo Saxon chronicles that King Alfred spent time at 
the Royal Palace in the town. A bridge was built over the river using oak felled from 
Pewsham forest. 
 
The present weir was built in the 1960’s with the redevelopment of the river and the 
building of a new road bridge. Downstream of the weir was the site for many centuries 
of a tannery. In the Chippenham market animals were for many years sold for 
immediate slaughter in the slaughterhouse in River Street. The carcasses would be 
returned to the Shambles for butchering and the hides taken to the tannery for 
processing. 
 
Hunting dogs were kept on the Isle of Rea and use was made of the dog manure to 
start the tanning process. Mixed with other manures the hides were placed in large vats 
and trodden by people who often took the surname of Walker. The hides were then 
layered with stripped bark from the nearby forest. The collectors of bark took the name 
Barker. The tannic acid from the bark cures leather. The waste liquids were discharged 
into the river downstream, not a good place to take your water supplies from. 
 
Upstream of the tanneries were the mills. The first record of a flour mill is in the 
Domesday Book of 1086. The last mill was demolished in 1959 as part of the 
redevelopment of the river and bridge. In 1600 there were 20 mills, all taking power from 
the river. There was a fulling mill which cleaned laundry using Fuller’s Earth dug from 
Derry Hill.  In the 17th century there were spinning and weaving mills. 
 
The first town bridge was built of timber this was later replaced by a stone bridge of 
many arches. In 1796 the bridge was widened to accommodate an increase in use, a 
balustrade of Bath Stone was added to make a grand structure. Work began in early 
1960 to replace the stone bridge and the building of the present town bridge was 
completed in 1966. 
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Map showing the river and town in the early Victorian period 
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Unity and Loyalty: Chippenham’s Great War Auxiliary   
Hospital                                                                           
 
Civic Society talk, by Ray Alder, Volunteer and Chair of the Friends of Chippenham 
Museum, 18 October 2016.This text has been written by Dr Robert Blackburn from 
notes made at the time. Ray Alder would like to acknowledge the help of the Friends of 
Chippenham Museum, particularly Ann Brinkworth, in assembling the material for this 
article. The talk on the Voluntary Aid Detachment workers between 1914 and 1919 drew 
on the exhibition shown in the Yelde Hall from 5 November 2015, one hundred years 
from the opening of the Hospital. Dr Robert Blackburn, Hon. President, Chippenham 
Civic Society  
 
Chippenham Town Hall was used as a Red Cross hospital from 5 November 1915 
through to 8 April 1919. During that time, 1,872 sick and wounded soldiers were treated. 
A painting of the Town Hall and High Street by Charles Wellens was shown. He was 
one of the many Belgian refugees in Britain, and the picture was a reminder that the 
Red Cross did much to help the beleaguered Belgians. They were put up at the old 
West End Club, offered to them by the Bath Brewing Company. The public-spirited 
Charles Wellens gave painting classes and held exhibitions at which he showed his own 
pictures and those of his students. Any money collected was given to the Red Cross 
Hospital. 

 The Voluntary Aid Detachments came about 
through fear of invasion as early as 1907. In that 
year, Lord Roberts had given a notable speech 
emphasising the dangers of invasion by Germany, 
and warning the public. Much of the literature of 
the time was pervaded with the notion of invasion 
and espionage. For example, William le Queux’s 
book Invasion of 1910: A Full Account of the Siege 
of London had a very popular vogue. This 
obsession with possible invasion by Germany led 
to the creation of the Secret Service Bureau. An 
advertisement appeared in 1907 seeking V.A.D. 
members to support the Territorials—nursing 
members, cooks, kitchen maids, clerks, 
housemaids, ward-maids, laundresses, and motor-
drivers. 1907 was the year of the Territorial and 
Reserve Forces Act; this body was seen as a 
Home Defence Reserve Force, and followed 
reforms brought about by Lord Richard Haldane. 
In August 1909, the St John Ambulance 
Association prepared a scheme of preliminary 
instruction for V.A.D. members. Each county of 
England and Wales had a section of the Territorial 

branch of the St John Ambulance Association, an amalgamation of the St John 
Ambulance and the Red Cross. 
 
In September 1909, a joint County Committee was set up, headed by the Marchioness 
of Lansdowne, President of the Wiltshire branch of the Red Cross. Then on 16 

Red Cross Certificate  
by permission of Emilia Walker 
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December 1909, the Chippenham V.A.D. was formed at a meeting at the Town Hall, 
with Lionel Marshall, Mayor of Chippenham in 1908-9, as the first Commandant.  By 
October 1910, there were 6,000 V.A.D. members nationally. 
 
The Men’s Section comprised, in order of seniority, the Commandant, Medical Officer, 
Quartermaster, Pharmacist, four section leads, and 48 men (or less): men were needed 
for transporting casualties, as was a hospital orderly, and an engineer.  The local firm of 
Saxby and Farmer Ltd, Engineers, Iron founders and Contractors, were involved from 
the start, as was the Great Western Railway. The first certificates (reported in the 
Western Daily Press on 23 February 1910) were awarded by Mr Marshall (GWR 
Ambulance Class). He made an open recruitment bid, saying how glad he would be to 
enrol men into the V.A.D.  The Women’s Section comprised a Commandant and 
Quartermaster (these could be a man or a woman) a Lady Superintendent (preferably a 
trained nurse) and twenty women, four of them qualified as cooks.  The three main 
areas were cooking, laundry and clerical work. Scouts acted as patients and stretcher-
bearers for training exercises. 
 

         
 

VAD Training Execise at Chailey, Sussex (Sussex 54 VAD) 
Local Wiltshire training exercises would be similar to this 

 
V.A.D.volunteers were issued with Home Nursing Certificates. Quotations from 
volunteers at the time typically include the following: ‘Went up to the laundry and 
learned from Mrs Street how to wash and iron. Eh, what fun!’; ‘Went for a walk, and at 
4.30 went to Derry Hill for bandage practice’; ‘Morning---read up for my exam. 
Afternoon--- we went to Lacock for our Red Cross First Aid exam.’ These brief extracts 
were all taken from local diaries. 
 
In June 1914, Frank Read, senior engineer at Saxby and Farmer, was Commandant of 
Chippenham’s Men’s Detachment (Wilts 13). Mrs Helena Wilson, a doctor’s wife, was 
Commandant of the town’s Women’s Detachment (Wilts 6). The men had the odd 
numbers, the women the even numbers, so that Chippenham had Wilts 6 and 13, Derry 
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Hill Wilts 32 (there was no men’s unit there) and Corsham Wilts 3 AND 30. This pattern 
was repeated nationally. 
 
Vera Brittain, a volunteer herself, author of the famous Testament of Youth: an 
autobiographical study of the years 1900-1925, published in 1933, saw the evolution of 
the V.A.Ds into what she described as ‘a social club’, and was very critical of this. A 
large county gathering at Salisbury bore some witness to her adverse comments, but it 
is too easy to criticise people for simply behaving naturally and gregariously, even in the 
difficult and trying circumstances of that time. 
 
The Chippenham Town Council Minute Book for 7 July 1914 records an application by 
Mrs Wilson for the use of the Town Hall and Neeld Halls, and the Market Yard, in the 
event of war in the immediate neighbourhood. It was proposed by Councillor Stevens 
and seconded by Alderman Neale. The proposal was granted, but was perhaps not 
taken as seriously at the time as it should have been. Matters became much more 
serious after war actually broke out on 5 August 1914, when all injured men were sent 
to Bristol Royal Infirmary and Southmead Hospital. These hospitals provided a minimum 
of 500 beds. Thus the county organisations (Gloucestershire, Wiltshire and Somerset) 
became a military organisation. 
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Photographs of the Royal Wiltshire Yeomanry C Squadron. 
Most of the officers were Wykehamists. 

Photos by the Warden and Scholars of Winchester College 
 

Chippenham Hospital was prepared for use. Mrs Wilson and Lady Walter Hervey (the 
Derry Hill Commandant) explained to the Council what structural alterations were 
needed for the Town Hall and the Neeld Hall. Representatives of the Cloth Factory in 
Westmead said that they would do any scrubbing necessary to make the public halls 
suitable for the reception of patients. On 1 September 1914, the War Office stated that 
there was no intention of using the Hall or the Market Yard as a military hospital, as they 
already had plenty of accommodation. But on 26 October 1914, Corsham Town Hall 
opened as an Auxiliary Hospital, Bowood following some time later. In addition, farm 
wagons at Malmesbury , Hullavington and Somerford were equipped for Red Cross 
work. 
 
1915 was the year of the Second Battle of Ypres, of Neuve Chapelle, Gallipolli and 
Loos. In October of that year, the County Director of the Red Cross Society, Basil 
Hankey, who lived at Stanton Manor, seeing the urgent need for more convalescent 
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hospitals, gained agreement to use Chippenham Town Hall as a subsidiary hospital. 
The hall was to be fitted out to meet the requirements of fifty soldiers. F.W.Hulbert, 
plumber, of 19 High Street, equipped the Town Hall within a fortnight. On 5 November 
1915, the first patients arrived from Bristol by train and were very moved by their friendly 
reception; they were given tea, cake, cigarettes and a hot bath. At Christmas that year, 
each man received a gift of chocolate, cigarettes and writing paper. Mr Joe Buckle, local 
fishmonger and Captain of the Fire Brigade, officiated as carver at the Christmas dinner; 
there were three or four carvers in the town. A blue flannel uniform was introduced, with 
a red tie; the khaki field uniforms were thought unsuitable and too heavy for the men.  
 
Following the Somme offensive on 1 July 1916, Wiltshire 6 was asked to enlarge the 
hospital provision. An old mental hospital in Bristol, Glenside, was added as a base 
hospital. Another forty beds were needed in Chippenham, but the Red Cross did not 
have the money for extra beds, mattresses or blankets. On 9 August 1916, the Loyalty 
Ward was formally opened by Lady Margaret Spicer, Vice-President of the Chippenham 
Division, and a short service of dedication was led by the hospital chaplain, the Rev. 
Canon Maxwell Gumbleton. One third of the Loyalty Ward was partitioned to allow the 
Neeld Hall to continue with Petty Sessions. Dressing Rooms on the ground floor were 
converted into bathrooms, and the ward was painted a cool grey. By 26 August 1916, 
there were 75 patients. When the magistrates moved into the Jubilee Building in 
October, the number of patients increased to 104. 
 

                 
The Town Hall hospital with piano in the background 

 
The Unity Ward opened on 8 August 1916, with miscellaneous donated beds—not the 
standard Red Cross design. Men were permitted to go into the town, but not to frequent 
the pubs. A piano and a phonograph (an early gramophone) were added, the piano 
coming from Arthur Spencer’s Music Warehouse in the town. This was still an era when 
families were acquiring upright pianos for their front parlours. 
 
The local V.A.Ds were: Miss Collen (Nursing); Miss Wishaw (Assistant Commandant: 
she was Russian-born, and her father was a diplomat); Mrs Hulbert (Assistant 
Superintendent); Miss Awdry (Nursing); Mrs Williams (Head of Kitchen); Miss Spinke 
(Mess Room). Others were Dora and Evelyn Belcher, daughters of Frank Belcher, 
owner of a drapery store in the town, and a shareholder in the Steam Laundry. Rachel 
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Coward, a bank-manager’s wife, did 5,115 hours of unpaid service. Sarah Mackness (of 
the Causeway), the wife of the coach-builder Frederick Mackness, was at Corsham in 
1915, and Winifred King was the daughter of W.C.King, an ironmonger in New Road. 
Ethel Brinkworth, a draper’s assistant, was also active in 1916; her brother Tom, who 
served with the Australian forces, was killed in France in May 1918. Dr and Mrs Wilson, 
who lived in St Mary Street, lost three sons during the Great War. The Wilsons financed 
the Wilson Memorial Window in St Andrew’s Church. 
 
Finally, Ray Alder drew attention to Amy Bolton, daughter of the Rector of Yatton 
Keynell. He had established how much work Amy had done throughout the war and 
beyond it, working in Chippenham from November 1915 to August 1916, then in 
Salonika, Greece, in 1916-17, at Ramsbury, near Marlborough, later in 1917, back in 
Chippenham in 1917-18, and at a military hospital in France through to January 1919. 
She then emigrated to Canada, where she married in 1920. By that year, this 
remarkable woman was 38 years old; her husband, Jack Walker, himself wounded in 
1916, came from Liverpool.                                                              

      
Amy Bolton                            Ray Alder, Speaker and Chair of the Friends of the                

Chippenham Museum 

 
Upcoming talks  
 

Feb 21       Doing Time in Wiltshire: Police, Prisons and Lockup - John Girvan 
   
March 21    AGM and Members Evening – Agenda included in this issue.   
 
April 18      Mackness and Humphries: Wagon and Car Repairers in Chippenham -    
                  Mike Stone 
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Bridge Centre Memories - Part 3    Rob Catt 
 
Edited by Mike Stone 
 
This is the final part of the Bridge Centre Memories written by a member, Rob Catt. 
He has also written a booklet on 'Getting Involved: A Volunteer in Chippenham 1968-
2016'.  Both of Rob's booklets will be deposited in the Chippenham Museum & Heritage 
Centre. 
 
Living on the Job  
In the late 60s and early 70s I lived in a flat at the Bridge Centre. The County  
Officer, Andrew Aldridge, would often call in to see how one of his prize projects was  
developing.  Recognising that I was frequently immersed in establishing the Centre and 
its function, it was he who suggested that I found an outlet at least one evening a week 
just for myself. That was good advice.  
 
I joined the Chippenham Movie Club which met in the Railway Arms near the railway 
station. The room was cold and bleak in the winter and when I suggested moving into 
the Bridge Centre they jumped at the chance. Over time, they were able to transform a 
room into a small cinema seating about twenty people. But the most fun was in the 
location filming in which I was keen to participate.  
 
We had decided to make a film about Wiltshire. The opening scene would be of  
Stonehenge at dawn and the closing scene was of Stonehenge at dusk. We took the  
Centre's minibus and drove to Stonehenge in the hope of getting in but we were too late 
and it was closed. So we drove around to a lay-by off the main road and set up the 
camera on the roof of the minibus. We shot our desired sequence using a telephoto 
lens. Later, we drove to the nearby Army Cadet site where we pitched tent for some and 
others, including me, slept in the minibus.  
 
It was quite early in the morning, but the sun hadn't risen, when a voice outside the tent 
whispered 'Psst'. It was a policeman. He wanted to know what we were doing there.  
We explained that we wanted to catch the sunrise over Stonehenge. The policeman 
said that we shouldn't be here without permission. I explained that I had sought 
permission through the Army Cadet Force unit at the Bridge Centre. He said that he 
knew nothing of it and that we should pack up and move.  
 
Then he suggested that we should get a move on if we wanted our opening shot as the 
sun was coming up fast. We rapidly got organised and just made it as the sunlight broke 
through the stones. That film still exists and is somewhere in the Club archives kept by  
John Sykes.  
 
Activities Inside and Outside the Centre  
Throughout the twenty two or so years that I was based at the Bridge Centre I saw 
many groups come and go. Some groups, like the movie club stayed for years, but 
others, like the 'Tae kwon do' martial arts club, came and went with the fads of the 
times.  
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Adult Clubs formed junior sections to encourage young people in the arts and sports. 
The Rifle and Pistol Club developed a junior section with a little encouragement. The 
Judo group lasted for many years until the leader emigrated to Australia.  
 
The Weight Training room was always very popular with the lads and a special regular 
evening was popular with the girls as they tried to master the latest dance crazes.  
 
The Malmesbury Young Farmers Club had attended a dance where the older people 
had enjoyed Ballroom Dancing which they could not do. In response to a request I 
found myself teaching the Waltz and the Cha Cha Cha, and even some old time 
dances, in a couple of special short term courses over six weeks.  
 
The longest running group was the Bridge Centre Youth Club. This club had an open 
door policy for young adults from fourteen to twenty one years. With such a broad age 
group the success of the club lay in moving positively with the times. For example, the 
dance fashions moved from music provided by Pop Groups, based at the Centre, to 
Discos where only the latest record hits were attractive to the dancers.  
 
The club programme was flexible enough to participate in short term activities like rock 
climbing and pot holing. We were lucky in finding qualified instructors to lead these 
projects. Also popular were the occasional 'Night Exercises' where small groups of 
members would undertake an overnight walk in deepest Wiltshire using map and 
compass. These night exercises fitted in very well with the Duke of Edinburgh's Award 
Scheme which the Centre also operated.  
 
These outdoor adventurous events always had a trained qualified leader. Many of these 
leaders were trained at the Bridge Centre as part of County Training policy. In fact the  
Bridge Centre was heavily involved in training for youth work county wide.  
 
Toward the end of my time at the Bridge Centre, with In-Service Training, I became a 
member of the team training senior club members who wanted to go further into 
leadership roles. I also became involved with the training of volunteer adults who 
wished to become trained youth workers recognised by County Councils nationwide.  
 
The Bridge Centre was also recognised as a Field Work placement for mature college 
students studying for full time professional qualifications.  
 
Youth Exchanges  
The Bridge Centre also became involved in International Youth Exchange Schemes.  
Wiltshire had a contact with East Friesland in Germany. A group of dozen or more 
members exchanged homes for two weeks in each other's families. A male and female 
leader were appointed to look after the teams from each country and to work out a 
programme that the visitors would enjoy and learn about each other's countries in the 
process.  
 
I was part of a team that would arrange the youth exchanges. Finding volunteers 
prepared to take a young adult into their home was quite disconcerting for some 
parents.  
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Many of the potential visitors had a very rudimentary grasp of the local language. With 
the promise of immediate help should it become necessary we found sufficient 
accommodation for the schemes to work. We were seldom called upon for help and the 
host parents seemed to enjoy their young visitors as much as the young hosts.  
 
The County's contact was with the youth service in East Friesland. To establish this 
activity a special visit was arranged for our local team to visit Germany. We needed to 
see the youth service in action there and, later, a German youth worker team visited 
Wiltshire. I was part of a team of youth leaders who were sent to Germany to see what 
the German Youth Service had to offer. We were based in Aurich but were taken out 
across a large part of Ost Friesland to visit several sites. One of these sites was on an 
island in the North Sea. The Youth Centre there had been told to expect a dozen 
English visitors. We were to stay overnight and be provided with meals.  
 
Most of the German hosts were very friendly and looked after us well. We came across 
a caretaker who was upset when we arrived at the youth centre on the island of 
Borkum. The Warden of this adventure island had been ill informed and was expecting 
ten year olds. On arrival we found that the bunk beds were all five foot in length. The 
first meal consisted of sausage and mash, of ten year olds proportions, with a rose hip 
drink that tasted vile. The caretaker was a stickler for following orders and insisted that 
the doors would be locked at nine and would be reopened at six the next morning.  
 
Needless to say, some of us wanted to taste the local brew and get a decent meal, so 
one of us stayed behind whilst the rest of us climbed out through a bathroom window 
and back in again later on. There was no sign of the caretaker through this exercise.  
 
Our hosts were extremely apologetic and arranged for the special meal of the district to 
compensate. Served with bread throughout, the first course consisted of a huge beef 
steak beautifully tender. That was followed by another pork steak of similar size and 
quality. Just a hunting knife for each of us, local tradition dictated that you used your 
hands where necessary. The German beer that washed it down was delicious. And one 
of our hosts actually said, without a flicker of a smile, We haff vays of making you 
enchoy yourselves". We dared not laugh.  
 
The Youth Amenity Fund  
In the very early 70s, Chippenham boasted the youngest female Mayor in the country, 
Angela Powell. She and her husband Michael were firm supporters of the Bridge Centre 
in all of its aspects. Tradition has it that each year the Mayor is allotted the free use of 
the Neeld Hall, owned by the council, for any use that they wished. This year Angela 
suggested that young adults of the club organise a New Year’s Eve party.  
With a little help from some adults from the Centre, the dance was arranged. It was a 
great success and Angela and Peter were there throughout the evening.  
 
Early in the New Year Angela came to see me. She told me that she had created a 
special fund with the proceeds of the dance and opened an account at a local bank 
called the Youth Amenity Fund. The dance had raised about seventy five pounds. She 
explained that, as a Bridge Centre Management Committee member, she could see that 
I might find situations involving young people that were confidential but that a little cash 
would solve the problem. I was to be the sole signatory and operator of the fund and 
answerable to nobody. The cash was used with care.  
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The Bridge Centre Youth Club had entered into a Disco Dance competition nationally 
and were judged good enough to be in the national final at the Hammersmith Palais. A 
generous parent offered to make the four girls in the team dresses of the same material.  
The girls would have to select and buy the material. One young girl came from a less 
wealthy family and contributing to the cost of the cloth was a problem. To get her to take 
cash to buy material required diplomatic discussions with the parents. But everything 
worked out well. The Amenity Fund had been used for the first time. The group called 
themselves Slix and they came fourth in the final. I have a video tape of the competition 
as broadcast by the BBC.  
 
Then there were the Belgians. The police phoned one day to say that they had a couple 
of Belgian young adults who had been hitch-hiking around the country. They had been 
travelling with a lorry driver and they had been dropped off in Chippenham. Then the 
young man discovered that he had left his wallet in the lorry's cab. It contained their 
return tickets home and all of their money and their passports. But they had food and a 
tent and the police asked if they could pitch their tent on the Westmead football pitch.  
  
Booking for football matches at the Westmead ground had been added to my workload 
just a couple of months before. I had keys to the changing pavilion and suggested that 
they could use that as it had shower and toilet facilities. I met the young Belgians at the 
pavilion and they were both very upset at their loss and grateful for any help.  
 
They stayed in the pavilion overnight and I collected the keys the following morning.  
They had anticipated hitch-hiking back to the Belgian Embassy. The Embassy had been 
advised of their plight by the police. I was able to give them rail tickets to London and a 
few pounds to get to their embassy by underground. They were delighted. I later found 
out through the police that the wallet had been handed in and returned to the Embassy 
intact. The Amenity Fund had come in useful once again.  
 
I topped up the Amenity Fund from time to time from the proceeds of a touring film 
show. This helped with club programmes for clubs surrounding Chippenham. I had my 
own projector and screen and could show sound cut-down commercial films. I had the 
Wizard of Oz and an Indiana Jones movie and many more in my collection. Each ran 
seventeen minutes. That income was welcome as needs for help often appeared quite 
suddenly and couldn't wait for a committee decision to resolve.  
 

 

 

Did you use the Bridge Centre? Do you have any memories of the clubs and activities 
that went on there? We would love to hear from you, contact the Bulletin Editor. 
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Museum News                                   Curator Melissa Barnett 
 
Exhibition- Power of Maps   

March 4th – September 2017 

 
Maps are everywhere; on our streets, in our cars and 

we even carry them around with us on our phones. 

They are easy to take for granted. The museum’s 

latest exhibition, Power of Maps, reveals there is more 

to the common map than first meets the eye. Through 

maps of Chippenham and the wider area, spanning 

nearly 400 years, the exhibition explores how this 

human expression of a place can accidently or 

intentionally influence our ideas and behaviour. 

Alongside the exhibition will be an exciting programme 

of events, with plenty of opportunities to get involved 

with all things map! Visit our website for further details. 

www.chippenham.gov.uk/museum 

Display - Know Your Place  

Have you ever wondered what makes 

a place the way it is now? Know Your 

Place is a cutting-edge exhibition 

which is coming to Chippenham’s 

Yelde Hall from March 6th as part of a 

tour to 12 venues across the West of 

England. Featuring images from 

archives, museums and heritage 

collections, Know Your Place gives a 

unique insight into the history of the 

places where we live, work and visit.  

This exhibition is part of Know Your Place – 

West of England, a digital mapping project, find 

out more at: www.kypwest.org.uk/exhibition 

This exhibition is supported by the Heritage 

Lottery Fund.  

 
 
 
 

 

http://www.chippenham.gov.uk/museum
http://www.kypwest.org.uk/exhibition
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Chippenham High Street circa 1950. 
Just one of the maps featuring in the Museums Exhibition, 

Power of Maps.  


