
Grand Designs: Builders and Buildings of Chippenham  
Chippenham contains two hundred and eighty two buildings of historical interest, 
recorded on the English Heritage Listed Buildings Register. It would have contained 
more, but between 1948 when building listing first began and 1978, when stricter 
protection was placed on Listed Buildings, one hundred and four buildings of 
historical interest were demolished.  
 
Until the beginning of the 18th century, Chippenham was a typical market town, 
probably containing a range of thatched medieval buildings, following a layout set out 
in Saxon times. A bridge crossing point over the River Avon follows the main High 
Street up to the Market Place and then leads out of town along either St Mary Street 
or The Causeway. The grander houses were built along these streets, with more 
common workers houses in roads leading off them, such as River Street, Blind Lane 
and Wood Lane.  
 
The growth of wealth among the town clothiers created by Sir Samuel Fludyer’s 
pioneering spirit in the early 1700’s saw a corresponding building boom.  Many fine 
Georgian houses were built so that the town gained the title of ‘Little Bath’.  
 
It was the stimulus given by I K Brunel building his Great Western Railway here in 
1841 that saw the beginnings of the town we have today. The railway brought 
greater industrialisation and opportunities for employment, which saw a huge growth 
in population and need for new housing. Since Brunel’s time the town has continued 
to grow and expand in all directions, with new building schemes changing the nature 
of the town, but still, there remain hidden (and not so hidden) buildings from the past. 
 

 
Figure 1 The Western Arches 



Some of the men who built Chippenham  
Isambard Kingdom Brunel  
Brunel probably stayed for a time at Orwell House, whilst the Chippenham – Bath 
section of his GWR was completed through Box Tunnel.  He would therefore have 
been able to watch his railway viaduct, the Western Arches, go up in the garden. The 
viaduct was completed around the same year as Chippenham Station in1841. 
  
 
Brunel also built houses for the GWR staff in Chippenham, Western Villas, and 
Marshfield Road.  These were demolished as part of the Ivy Lane Relief Road, in the 
late 1960‟s. Brunel‟s office still stands at the entrance to Chippenham Station.  
 
Much of Brunel‟s building work in Wiltshire was done by Thomas Hardwick of 
Warminster, so it is likely he was involved at Chippenham. Hardwick did other work 
in the town, as he is known to have built Station Hill Baptist Chapel, c1856.  
Although Brunel may not have built a great deal himself in Chippenham, it was the 
coming of his GWR that caused a building boom in the town.  
 
John Darley & Sons  
John Darley was an architect and builder who lived in the High Street, 1842 – 1895. 
The firm built St Andrew‟s School in 1857 along with other local schools such as 
those in Kington Langley & Brinkworth. His son Richard Darley was the main 
contractor on the refurbishment of St Andrew‟s Church, 1875-1878.  
 
Salway and Sons  
George Sargent Salway set up a carpentry business in River Street in 1796. In 1841 
he is listed as carpenter & builder, after his death in 1850 the company was run by 
his sons, John and George Salway.  In 1861 he is described as a master builder, 
living in Back Lane, who employed 4 men & 3 apprentices.  In 1871 George Salway 
is recorded as a master builder living in Back Lane. The business existed until the 
demolition of River Street in the early 1970‟s.  
 
John Smith of Chippenham (1829-1912), builder  
John Smith began working as a plasterer for his father, John Maitland Smith, a tiler 
and plasterer who lived in London Road, during the building boom in the north of the 
town in the 1840’s. They may have been related to Richard Smith, recorded as being 
a master builder in 1774. In 1861 John M Smith employed 7 men and 3 boys, 
including his sons, John and Joseph also plasterers. 
  
John Smith took over the business when his father died in the 1860‟s and built it up 
so that in 1871, he was described as a master builder, employing 31 men and 11 
apprentices. The firm worked on a number of contracts from the Town Council, 
including one in 1878 to rebuild and widen the Town Bridge, at a cost of £384. He 
lived at 23 New Road between 1880-1904 and then moved to Lowden.   
 
W Light & Sons  
William Light was a man of several trades, being recorded as a mason in 1841, then 
a carpenter living in New Road in the 1860‟s. In 1881 he was a builder and carpenter 
employing 5 apprentices and 23 men. Showing the Victorian attitude of improvement 



and social ability, he became active in the town‟s civic affairs and was elected mayor 
in 1894.  
 
In 1897 a disastrous fire at his timber yard in Union Road caused extensive damage 
to nearby properties at a total cost of around £5000. It was particularly disastrous for 
his workmen, many of whom lost their tools in the fire.  A special fund and fete was 
organised in the town to raise money for them and their families, which raised £31.  

 

 
Figure 2  A man-hole cover from W.Light & Son still in use in 2012 

 
Following William Light’s death in 1899, the business was run by his son, also called 
William, as W V Light and Son. In the 1930‟s they combined with F W Hulbert & Co, 
a plumbing and building business with premises in the High Street, to become 
Hulbert, Light & Co.  
 
 
Downing and Rudman  
Downing and Rudman was the largest building firm in the town in the late 19th 
century. They were formed by Simon Downing, the son of William Downing, a local 
farmer who also did building work in the early 1800‟s. Simon Downing worked as a 
stonemason in the 1830‟s and was employing 5 men by 1851. In 1881 he is 
described as a builder who employed 8 men and 2 apprentices.  
 
The building business was carried out from premises in Old Road, although Simon 
Downing lived in Timber Street before moving to Rose Villas, 14 New Road in the 
1870’s. When he died in1894, aged 93, he was the last person to be buried in St 
Andrew’s Churchyard.  
 



In the 1880‟s Simon Downing was joined in business by his grandson, Robert Edwin 
Downing Rudman and the firm became Downing and Rudman. R E D Rudman 
substantially increased the building side of the company and they built whole streets 
in the town, including Canterbury Street, Parliament Street and Downing Street 
(named after his grandfather). They started the Greenway Estate just before the First 
World War. The company gained a reputation for its joinery work and carried out 
prestigious commissions on several churches, including Worcester Cathedral and 
Battle Abbey.  
 
R E D Rudman retired due to ill health in 1935 and the company was bought by 
Edward Bent in 1936 to become Downing, Rudman and Bent. They built several 
military establishments during the Second World War and in the 1950‟s built the 
NAAFI Hall in Wood Lane (now Police Station) and Territorial Drill Hall (Bridge 
Centre). They ceased trading in December 2004 from premises in Spanbourn 
Avenue with 85 people being made redundant.  
 

 
Figure 3 The Naafi in Wood Lane, now the Police Station 

 
Many of the buildings constructed by Downing and Rudman were designed by R E D 
Rudman‟s brother Walter, an architect who worked on commissions across 
Wiltshire. He had his offices at Zealy’s House, St Mary Street until 1925 and then in 
the top floor of the Jubilee Institute. When he was joined by P E Edwards in 1938 the 
firm became Walter Rudman and Edwards, then Edwards and Webster in 1948.  
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