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Discoveries 

Discoveries ð weõve all made them, weõve all enjoyed them, whether they be first 

hand or via othersõ disclosures. In this edition, we cover many and varied types of 

discoveries ð the scope for such a term is endless. 

Michael Gray, curator at The Merchantõs House, kicks us off with a selection of 

some of the fascinating finds on the walls of the House as they have over time 

stripped back the layers. Rachel Maurice tells us about the origins of the Old 

Boathouse, now home of the Mustard Seed book and coffee shop. Next we need to 

dust off our walking boots and follow John Osborne on an interesting and varied 

journey to òBedwyn and Beyondó via bus or train and ôshankõs ponyõ! It all sounds 

delightful and one or two mentions of a pub is undoubtedly meant to keep us going!  

 I seem to learn something new each time I visit St Peterõs church, and in this 

edition David du Croz gives us a detailed account of the life of Sir Nicholas Hyde 

and talks about one of the memorials in St Peterõs, which records the deaths of three 

of Sir Nicholasõ children. David Sherratt lets us in on a òSecret Societyó from 

Marlboroughõs history, and for something completely different, Tim Balmer shares 

with us what he has discovered about the history of the Marlborough railways.  

Hugh de Saram certainly gives us something to think about with the article of his 

own ôTheory of Relativityõ.  And finally, Patrick Titman comments on a very topical 

subject, ôForced Migrationõ. 

I hope you enjoy reading about our contributorsõ ôdiscoveriesõ. Hopefully some, if 

not all, will be discoveries for you. 

As always, my thanks go to all the contributors, and to Hugh de Saram for the 

amazing front cover photo. 

Sue Pells, Editor 

 

Front Cover:: The Discoverersõ Monument, Lisbon;  Hugh de Saram 
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A Merchantôs House Discovery: Michael Gray 

 

Shortly after the newly-formed Merchant's House Trust moved into the property at 

133 High Street, the volunteers began careful exploratory uncovering of areas of 

wall surface. This is known as upstanding archaeology. We were fortunate that the 

last domestic occupancy was in the 1970s, so our surfaces were of the long tradition 

in which each new paper scheme was laid on top of the previous layers, thus 

creating an historic stratigraphy. Such a process, using the then available adhesives, 

were more forgiving than modern synthetic products. As the layers were peeled 

away, we experienced an interior-decorative time trail which started with the 

orange/brown pub décor styles of the nineteen-seventies. From here to the florid 

Victorian layers to the pre-wallpaper age where paint was the chosen surface, we 

dug back into history. 

Eventually the original, 17th century layers were revealed. This is the stuff of 

which architectural historians dream. The walls of the great staircase were painted 

in imitation of the wooden balustrading, an outstanding example of trompe l'oeil 

decoration, all painted in a pale grey to resemble stonework. Next the dining room 

was investigated. This was brilliant in every meaning of the word. Could the puritan 

Bayly family, builders of the house, really have indulged in such a pavonine display? 

Bands of coloured stripes, 13 inches wide, were spaced around the room, dazzling 

in their boldness. It eventually dawned on us that the family, as silk mercers, might 

be paying a tribute to the textile patterns with which they were familiar, or perhaps 

the scheme is a direct copy of a fabric in their possession, or might be the matching 

curtains in that very room. 

There was more to come, however. On the ground floor, between the shop and 

the side passage, layers of shop fittings and wall coverings were being removed. 

First the W H Smith fittings, then deal matchboarding of Lucy's the stationers, 

taking us back to an oak screen of about 1690. Behind this we could discern a 

board, mounted high on the wall and butting the ceiling beam. By touch it was 

found to be carved along a curved bottom profile. As the oak screen needed to be 

restored in a workshop environment, it was removed, and our latest discovery was 

revealed. Spandrel shaped, (think the comer of a clock face, filling the space 

between the round dial and the square corner), the elm board was a painted design 

showing a man and a swan. Here was a survival from Bayly's shop decoration, 

installed following the Great Fire of Marlborough in 1653. No human eye had seen 

this image since the oak screen covered it in about 1690. 

Our man, almost certainly the only surviving depiction of a Marlborough 

resident from this period, confronts the viewer whilst fending off the swan with a 
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sword or stick. Painted in a limited palette of ochres, black, white and grey on an 

elm support of two boards, the technique is impressionistic in style and primitive in 

execution. The man's hair and costume place him firmly in the 1650s - the period 

of the rebuilding of Thomas Bayly's house. What a discovery ñ and what a 

mystery. How do the man and the swan relate to each other? There is one possible 

clue in the records of the Duke of Somerset, now held in Alnwick Castle, 

Northumberland: 

Pd Mr Tayler for looking to my Lords Swanes for marking of them. Aug. 

19.1671 

18. o. 

From this primary source it is clear that in the seventeenth century ownership of 

swans was not confined to the Crown, The Dyers Company and the Vintners 

Company, as it is today. My Lord Seymour, it seems, was regularly notching the 

birds' beaks in his own private swan-upping ceremony before returning them to the 

Kennet. Could this be the subject of our mysterious painting? For the moment I 

am pleased to add this probability to Marlborough's rich store of history. 

Continued from page 2 
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The Old Boathouse, Waitrose Car Park 

Do you wonder why places have the names they do?  Some house names intrigue 

me as they bear little obvious relationship to the house.  I remember as a teenager 

living near Henley-on-Thames.   A house down the road was called ôSea Viewõ. One 

could hardly have been further from the sea!  We are often asked about our name 

at Mustard Seed and the history of the building.  From what we have heard, the 

building now housing Mustard Seed was the boathouse on the river for the large 

house that was where Waitrose now is.  The car park was the garden of the house 

and The Old Boathouse was exactly that.  So under the flagstone floor is water.  

Sometime in the first half of the last century a cinema was built on the site of the 

house ð my husband remembers it being there ð and the boathouse became 

overgrown and fell into ruins.  A year or so ago we had a customer who had grown 

up in Marlborough and remembered how that area looked when he was a child.  He 

remembers playing there and climbing an old wooden ladder inside the building.  

He sent us a photo taken in 1986, the year before Tom Seaman renovated the 

boathouse.  Waitrose had opened in 1977 and with the car park there was an 

opportunity to ôdoõ something with the ruined boathouse. Tom sold the building as 

a shop and for a number of years it was a dolls house shop.  We still have people 

arriving expecting to find dolls house furniture.  Mustard Seed moved in in 1997.   

Rachel Maurice 
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Walk to Hungerford? What? Donõt take the car? All the way from Marlborough? 

And back? On the A4? Well, not quite.  

Take the bus from Marlborough to Great Bedwyn and then set off down the 

Kennet and Avon Canal. Itõs only three hoursõ walk, with the sun behind you in the 

afternoon and slightly downhill at each lock. This is a very pleasant section of the 

canal and the countryside flanking it. Youõll meet a heron or two en route and all 

the delights of Hungerford await you. The town is not the only one round here 

with interesting shops, including an independent bookshop, and places to refresh 

oneself with food and drink. Have a look at Hungerfordõs website: thereõs a fair 

amount of local pride in whatõs on offer there.  

But how do we get back, apart from walking back the way we came? Well, 

thereõs the bus back to Marlborough or the train to Bedwyn.  

But you may not want to walk for as long as three hours, even to that nice place 

Hungerford. If youõd like a shorter walk, just go down the towpath from Great 

Bedwyn to Little Bedwyn and back. The church at Little Bedwyn is worth a look, 

with its late 12th century structure and you may be curious to find out why Pevsner 

describes the east window as ôterribleõ, and I suspect that there arenõt many villages 

with a boules pitch. The distance there and back is about four miles.  

There are several good reasons for returning to Great Bedwyn, including a bus 

to Marlborough, two pubs and a fine, spacious church. The 13th century chancel 

has memorials to members of the Seymour family from Wolf Hall, including the 

tomb of Sir John, father in-law of Henry VIII for a few monthsé. and the kind 

parishioners do great teas in the church on Saturday afternoons in the summer 

months.   

A Canal Walk: John Osborne 
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Clergy Letter: Heather Cooper 

Writing this letter on the day after Pentecost Sunday and in the immediate 

aftermath of the London Bridge terror attack, the contrast between the two 

events is particularly stark. 

Yesterday we celebrated the birth of the church as God poured out his Holy 

Spirit on the disciples and they in turn went out of hiding to share the Good 

News of Jesus with the crowds. It was a day of excitement that changed the 

world and when the church today is as open to the power of Godõs Spirit, still 

changes the world. 

Contrast this with those who chose to bring death and terror to London and 

to Manchester, not forgetting Kabul, Cairo and Manila, and we see the reality of 

both death and life, dark and light in our world. 

Pentecost is an outpouring of Godõs love, the attacks an outpouring of hate. 

Perhaps the timing is good in that the different events highlight the stark 

difference and challenge us about the way we respond. We have seen the 

humanity and compassion poured out in London and Manchester and the refusal 

to be cowed by the tragedies. These remind us that the power of love for our 

neighbour is more powerful than hatred. 

If we are to overcome terror in our midst it will not come by increased 

security and more stringent laws, although these are important. It will certainly 

not come by demonising all Muslims. 

We will only overcome hatred by loving our neighbour. When we recognise 

and celebrate our common humanity how can we seek evil and not compassion? 

When we refuse to give in to terror, when we refuse to sacrifice our freedom, 

when we refuse to stop living our lives then the light triumphs over the darkness. 

We have no way of knowing how many attacks there may be in the future, but 

I pray that we will find it within ourselves to continue loving our neighbour as 

God loves us and so create light in the face of those who would plunge us into 

darkness. 

We hold in prayer all who have been affected by the tragedies in London and 

Manchester and for the emergency services whose response shows such 

compassion and courage. 

May Godõs Holy Spirit bless us and fill us with Godõs love. 
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The Hyde Memorial, St Peterôs: David Du Croz 

There are many interesting wall memorials to be found in St Peter's Church, but the 

most famous one, and probably the one of greatest architectural interest, is on the 

chancelõs north wall, and commemorates three of Sir Nicholas Hydeõs children. 

Nicholas was born in the county, possibly at Tisbury, in about 1570 into a 

prominent local family with land in Berkshire and Hampshire as well as Wiltshire. 

By his marriage to the daughter of Sir Arthur Swayne he acquired the manor of 

Hinton Daubnay in Hampshire, in 1601 he was elected MP for Andover, and two 

years later for Christchurch. He gained a reputation as an opponent of the court of 

James I, but seems to have switched sides on the accession of Charles I for we find 

him defending the kingõs chief minister, the Duke of Buckingham, in 1626 against 

the charge of impeachment by the House of Commons. On the strength of this he 

was knighted and appointed Chief Justice of the Kingõs Bench the following year, 

and was involved in a number of key political/constitutional cases as the king and 

Parliament clashed in the late 1620s. Despite his high office, he was described as of 

mean appearance and careless of his dress, riding on circuit in a whitish-blue cloak 

òmore like a clothier or a woolman than a Lord Chief Justiceó and lowering the 

dignity of his office. He died of gaol 

fever in 1631. 

The memorial records the deaths in 

1626 of two of his sons, Robert and 

Francis, within four days of each other, 

and of one of his daughters, Elizabeth, 

a month later. We do not know the 

exact ages of the children when they 

died, but this is likely to have been a 

case of the plague attacking the 

youngest members of the family. It is a 

poignant reminder of the fragility of 

early seventeenth century life, even for 

those well born. A larger memorial of 

similar style commemorates Sir 

Nicholas and his wife Mary in the 

Church of All Saints in Catherington 

(Hampshire). On the base of that tomb 

are carved the kneeling figures of their 

six sons and four daughters. 
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Nowadays 'History' programmes put 'secret' into their titles to attract viewers - here 

is a 'secret' society from Marlborough's history. 

Thomas, Earl of Ailesbury, Lord of the Manor 1748 to 1814, formed the Castle 

Club to manage Marlborough. It met in the Castle Inn on Fridays before the full 

moon. Members came from his family, the Bruces, who provided MPs, and from 

'prominent citizens'.  A.R. Stedman, Marlborough historian, wrote: ' Charles Bill, the 

Wards and Merrimans were not only Town Clerks and Common Councilmen but 

acted as links with the Bruces for they were their Agents.' The Borough Council 

consisted of Burgesses who elected the Mayor and Chief Magistrate, and a 

Common Council.  In 1834 Municipal Corporation Commissioners reported: 'the 

legitimate interests of this Municipal Institution have been constantly subverted to 

the preservation of the interests of the Patron of the Borough [the Earl].  Some 

years ago Mr Ward, the Steward of the Earl, the late Lord Ailesbury, was the leading 

member of the Corporation which was at that time principally composed of persons 

united with him by relationship or professional connections é the choice of 

Corporation Officers is still regulated by the Patron [the Marquis].  The Steward of 

the Marquis is now and has been a member of the Corporation; he stated that at the 

present day a person objectionable to Lord Ailesbury would not be elected a 

Burgess.'  

Clearly the Marquis and the Castle Club had created a self-perpetuating 

oligarchy.  The Earl, the Castle Club, and  the Stewards have gone.  The 1834 and 

subsequent Acts eventually  meant all adults could vote for their local 

authorities.  Ironically, the 1974 Local Government Act abolished the Borough and 

put a powerless Parish Council in its place which now cannot attract sufficient 

citizens to stand for election and so has to resort to co-option to fill vacancies.  For 

the first time since the 19th century its Chairman - the Town Mayor - and Deputy 

are co-optees who have never faced an election because citizens are indifferent or 

indignant.  The Castle Club has been replaced by covert group meetings in houses 

or local hostelries.  'Plus ça change, plus c'est la même chose'.    

As the Town Mayor takes his seat in the throne given by  the 4th Marquis, Earl 

Thomas and Marquis Charles must be delicately smiling !  

A Secret Society: David Sherratt 



 

11 


