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Forthcoming Meetings

th
20  January The History of your house, then and now, led by 

John Chapman (Members are requested to bring 
along any documents relating to their properties 
that may be of  interest)

th
17  February The History of The Lodge  Rick Jones.

th17  March Annual General Meeting followed by 
Dovecotes Andrew Hutt.

st
21  April  Burial Grounds  Leslie Grout
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Chairman’s Message

Ron Denman

After twelve years of doing the layout for the Project Purley Newsletter, Ron 
Denman has decided to call it a day.  The Society owes a lot to Ron for his 
expertise and the thought he has put into producing a Newsletter which I am 
sure members will agree is attractive to look at and a good advertisement for 
Project Purley.  We would like to express our thanks to Ron for all his hard 
work over the years and I, personally, would like to say how much I valued his 
help and advice when I took over as editor.
                                                                                    Ann Betts - Editor

Hello and welcome to 2006. It hardly seems possible that six years 
have passed since the Millennium (which, as a child, I thought I 
couldn't possibly live to experience!) when we had a special 
programme of lectures organised by our then chairman, Ben 
Viljoen.  This year we have planned an interesting programme for 
you all over the coming months, including a welcome return visit 
in June of the 'Rain or Shine Theatre Company' to entertain us with 
another performance.

My term of office as chairman comes to end at the Annual General 
Meeting in March and I ask you all to put on your 'thinking caps' 
and put forward some nominations for the position which mainly 
involves chairing the meetings of Project Purley and the 
committee.

From my calendar I realise that Christmas is approaching with 
increasing speed and suddenly there's little time to get everything 
done.  By the time you read this I will have brought into service all 
my biggest pans and dishes to feed our family of twelve over the 
New Year - and, surprisingly, old-fashioned puddings with 
custard are very popular especially with the younger ones.

With all good wishes for the coming year which I hope will be a 
good and enjoyable one for all of you.                     
                                                                   Jean Debney December 2005
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Thomas Trentham of Deddington Oxfordshire was a prosperous 
shoemaker and landowner in the 1600s.   Thomas died in 1639 
leaving a widow and three sons from his first marriage.  His will 
indicates that he lived a very comfortable life and that he was 
probably of royalist rather than parliamentary sympathy.    Every 
family member benefited from the will but John, who was probably 
the youngest of the three sons and was earning a living as an 
agricultural labourer, received only a few items of furniture - a 
cupboard a table and some benches.   The children of John and Mary 
his wife were baptised at Middleton Cheyney in Oxfordshire.   For 
150 years this line of the Trentham family remained agricultural 

thworkers and throughout the 18  century the name of  Trentham  

This was a family 
o w n e d  p r i v a t e  
company, which had 
come into being and 
reached great success 
through the diligence 
and determination of 
T r e n t h a m  f a m i l y  
members. 

In 1951 the company of G Percy Trentham Ltd set up an office in 
Purley, in what was the old farmhouse of Belle Isle Farm on the 
Oxford Road.   The previous owner was The South Berkshire Hunt 
who kept their hounds there and called the premises The Kennels.   
Cecil Aldin the well-known sporting artist had also been an earlier 
owner.    The first move by Trentham's was to acquire the 
farmhouse with adjacent cottages and land.    All of the surrounding 
land was purchased as it became available until by 1958 the 
Company owned 15 acres. (The picture on the front cover shows the 
company site in 1978 - Ed)

 

G Percy Trentham Ltd
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Company letter-head
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occurs without a break in the Parish Register.   In 1827 a later John 
and Mary Trentham bore a son who they named Jeremiah.   This 
John had served a few years in Wellington's army.   Also at about 
this time the industrial revolution was in full swing and 
Stephenson's Rocket engine heralded a revolution in transport.   
Jeremiah broke the tradition of working on the land and became an 
employee of the contractors who were plate laying for one of the 
new railway companies, making the first move into contracting, 
the business which his descendants were to make their own.

Thomas Trentham
Died 1639

|
John Trentham     -     Mary

       Born circa 1620
|

Approx. 150 years Agricultural Workers
|

Jeremiah Trentham    -    Mary White
      Born 1827

|
st

George Trentham    -    Naomi Hill (1  wife)
  Born 1859

|
George Percy Trentham    -    Edith Chapman

      Born 1881
|

George Donald Trentham    -    Doreen Radcliffe
     Born 1904

|
Peter Trentham
Barry Trentham

Jeremiah became a Methodist attending the Weslyan Chapel at 
Banbury where he met his future bride, Mary White.     Jeremiah 
prospered and became a manager in the field of railway contracting.   

th
He fathered a son George Trentham who was born on 18  December 



1859.  George grew to be a well built, stocky young man who had 
watched his father at work, laying or supervising laying railway 
lines for his employers.   He too obtained work with a contractor at 
the age of 14 for five shillings a week.   His abilities won him quick 
promotion and by the time he was 20 he had been appointed 
assistant manager with Currall and Lewis a firm of contractors in 
Birmingham.   It was a major step forward.

George* dreamed of establishing his own firm but to do this as a contractor 
he needed capital and he had none, save for the few shillings he had been 
able to save.   In the summer of 1879 he was supervising the laying of a 
water pipe in a deep trench along a road of fairly large detached houses on 
the outskirts of Birmingham.  On his instructions his gang of labourers 
had laid small bridges of planks across the trench to the garden gates of 
various houses in the road.   George gave a hearty 'good morning' every 
day to a gentleman who lived with his wife and family in one of the houses 
and who crossed the plank over the trench on his way to work every 
morning.   Then occurred the stroke of destiny that set George on the road 
to a fortune.   The gentleman whom he greeted every morning had 
apparently been observing him closely and been impressed by what he had 
seen of his personal qualities.   He had evidently formed the opinion that, 
given the opportunity, George would go far.   In an extraordinary act of 
altruism he decided to help him.

One morning, without any preamble, he asked George how much he 
thought it would cost to set up in a contracting business on his own.   
Keeping a watchful eye on his gang who were working in the trench, 
George thought for a moment, and told him outright that he would need 
£500 pounds, then a fairly large sum.   The benefactor asked George to 
come to his house that evening.   George arrived there probably expecting 
a brief lecture on thrift, but having introduced him to his wife and family, 
his benefactor handed him there and then £500 in banknotes as an 
outright gift for the express purpose of starting in business on his own.     

The young energetic George, lost no time in giving notice to his 
employers and advertising himself as ‘Contractor for Buildings,
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* This paragraph and the next are from The Trentham Story by George Bruce

Parks, Roads and Tramways, Bridges, Light Railways, Paving, 
Drainage, Gas, Water, Canal and General Engineering Works.'  He 
prospered in the days when the horse and cart and spade wielding 
navvies supplied the motive power for the vast amount of above 
and underground construction.   Within a few years he had 
become the main Birmingham Contractor for the laying of 
tramways and other public works.   He then repaid the gift that 
enabled him to start, but he never disclosed his benefactor's name.   
The Trentham family prospered and it was the descendent, George 
Percy (known as Percy) Trentham, who was born in 1881 who 
carried the Trentham name to even greater prosperity.   Percy was 
good at mathematics, had a love of hard work and was a talented 
footballer.   Percy joined the family firm in 1896, learning the hard 
way literally from the bottom up, wielding a spade and laying 
pipes and tramlines in the ditches with the navvies.   Percy was 
fascinated by the contracting business and made himself master of 
all its aspects.   He married in 1903 and the first of his six children 
was George Donald, the name that was to carry the fortunes of the 
family forward.   Percy was ambitious for himself and his family, 
and due to a family disagreement he parted company with his 
father's firm and set up himself using the name G Percy Trentham 
to avoid confusion with his father's company.

The G Percy Trentham Co started out from the modest beginnings 
of a workshop and store in the yard of Percy's home.   It was not the 
most auspicious time to launch a new company as from 1905 or 
thereabouts, the contracting industry was experiencing something 
nearing a slump.   However, Percy bided his time accepting small 
contracts and gradually putting his company on a secure footing.   
It was in the early 1900s that the construction industry was 
experiencing great scientific change with the introduction of steel 
framed buildings and reinforced concrete and the internal 
combustion engine, which was to replace horse power for load 
carrying vehicles.   In time, prestigious contracts came Percy's way 
including the Dolwyddelan Reservoir  in the Snowdonia region 
which  involved building a dam half way up a mountain named 
Moel Siabod.     
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In 1913 the company was incorporated as a private limited 
company named G Percy Trentham Co Ltd.      Two early 1914-18 
wartime contracts for the motor industry were significant 
milestones that were to lead some 15 years later to a major turning 
point, the big contract for the Ford Motor Company's factory at 
Dagenham.   At the end of the war, Donald, Percy's eldest son, then 
aged 15, began to be drawn into the Company.   'Father used to put 
me on a job driving a skip while all my friends were out enjoying 
themselves' he later recalled.   Under Percy's guidance full 
advantage was taken of the enormous building programme that 
took place following the war and the quality and excellence of 
work was acknowledged by government departments, consulting 
engineers and architects alike.   By the judicious buying of shares 
and ploughing back profits  G Percy Trentham Co Ltd grew.   
Donald began his apprenticeship with the firm in 1921.   He was 
kept hard at work and had no special privileges and the site agents 
made weekly reports on his progress.      Percy was known as a 
hard  but fair taskmaster who expected excellence of work but who 
at the same time commanded the loyalty of his employees.    The 
welfare of his workforce was at his heart and care of the older 
employees who were finding the heavy work too much for them 
had always been a priority.      He repaid the loyalty of his 
permanent staff and weekly paid men by instituting a scheme for a 
week's holiday with full pay.   He also began the tradition of the 
firm's annual dinner and regarded Christmas as a sensible time to 
give pay increases and compliments to deserving employees.    In 
1926, Percy was struggling against economic and political odds 
and in 1928 he began looking for a major undertaking that could, 
when completed, put his firm into the first grade in all respects.   
This chance came when through dogged determination Percy 
succeeded in getting the name of G Percy Trentham Ltd on the list 
of those to be invited to tender for the huge contract for the Ford 
Motor Company, who were planning to build on a 330 acre site at 
Dagenham in Essex.   It was with great jubilation that the 
Company learned that contract No 1 had been awarded to them.    
In November 1932 when the factory was completed the firm had 
undertaken 72 different contracts for Fords worth well over 1 
million pounds.
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The second part of Rita’s article will appear in the next edition of the Newsletter

C

5. Richard (or James) MILLARD: bc. 1758 - died 1833
Richard is first recorded as resident of Purley in the Court Leet 
records dated 1791.  He had  married Rebecca  COKER in Reading 
in 1785 and their only known daughter was baptised in Purley in 
1793.  In 1796-7 he was elected by the Court Leet, held each year at 
the Greyhound in Tidmarsh, to be Tithingman, or Assistant 
Constable for Purley.  He was last listed in Purley in 1804 when he 
probably moved to Reading.  

Because he had held a parish office, he was considered to be 'settled' 
in Purley and entitled to parish relief if necessary.  Between 1826 
and 1833, when he would have been 70, Richard and his wife 
received money each week from the Overseers of Purley (today we 
would call it an 'old age pension') which increased over a period of 
time from 4/- [20p] to 5/- [25½p] and finally 6/- [30p].  After his 
burial in Reading in 1833 aged 77, Rebecca's relief was reduced to 
3/- [15p] a week.  But, in March 1835, the new Poor Law Union 
system was introduced and one of their first acts was to stop the old 
woman's small pension leaving her to manage as best she could.

6. James (Jemmy) SIMMONS: 1770-1838, Master Blacksmith
James was baptised (as 'Jemmy') in Purley on 2 Dec 1770, the 
youngest son of Richard and Sarah.  As a young man, it seems that 
he left Purley for a while and returned in 1805 as a married man 
with three sons by his wife, Sarah, née Vickers.  Six more sons and 
three daughters, a total of thirteen children, were baptised in 
Purley.  Unfortunately Levi, the youngest, baptised in 1824, 
committed a crime and was languishing in Reading Gaol in March 
1851.

Between 1805 and 1837, Jemmy was listed as an inhabitant of Purley 
at the annual Court Leet held in the Greyhound public house in 
Tidmarsh and was also recorded as a 'master blacksmith'.       When

Village Blacksmiths in Purley (circa 1594-1936) part 3
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his sons reached the age of 12, they too were listed.  Between 1813 and 
1815 he was the tithingman (deputy constable) for Purley.  After he 
died in 1838, aged 67, his wife remarried a widower from Ropley, 
Hampshire.

7. John SIMMONDS: born 1817
John was the tenth child of James and Sarah above and the only son 
known to have followed in his father's footsteps as a master blacksmith.  
He too was listed in the Court Leet (between 1839 and 1847 when the 
records end) and elected parish constable in place of his father from 
1839 to 1847.  In 1841 he married Susannah Cordery from Sherfield 
Green in Purley and had three sons, the eldest of whom died aged 3.  
Neither of their other sons appear to have followed in their father's 
footsteps and, by 1855, the family had left Purley.

8. John COX (1826-1903)
John Cox, the fifth of the eleven children of William and Louisa (née 
Stevens) blacksmith, was born and grew up in Pangbourne where he 
was probably apprenticed to his father.  A couple of years after John 
Simmonds had left Purley, he moved into the Forge with his wife, 
Caroline, and their two eldest children.  Over the next eighteen years 
they had ten more children baptised in the parish church.  Three 
daughters were married in St Michaels, Tilehurst and at least two sons 
moved to London where they married and had families.  None of them 
apparently followed in their father's footsteps as a blacksmith.
 
Local directories and other records record John living in Purley until 
1904 after which, there is a single unexplained entry in a directory of a 
blacksmith called Thomas Kerr in Purley in 1907.

9.John James KIRK: c1858-1924 - the last blacksmith in Purley 
John was born about 1858 and raised in Woodcote, Oxfordshire where 
he may have been apprenticed as a blacksmith.  After his marriage to 
Eliza, nine children were born in nearby South Stoke between 1881 and 
1899.  The family arrived in Purley in December 1904 and the five 
younger ones were admitted to Purley Village School, the youngest 
three later completed their education in Pangbourne Junior School.

Between 1915 and 1924 John appears to have gone into partnership 
with his sons and “John James Kirk & Sons”, blacksmiths of Purley, 
were listed in local directories.

Village Blacksmiths in Purley (circa 1594-1936) part 3  9

In 1920, 1923, 1926 and 1927 the Purley Park Estate was put up for sale 
and the property was broken up.  Among the plots listed in the 
auctioneer's catalogues was a “good” blacksmith's shop and a brick and 
tiled cottage at the corner of Long Lane and the Oxford Road.  The 
cottage contained a living room, scullery and wash-house with water 
from a well, three bedrooms plus  a large garden and was let to “J. 
KIRK” at 5s6d [27p] rent a week.  By 1926-27 the site, which measured 
about 130 feet on the Oxford Road and about 260 feet in Long Lane, was 
advertised as being “admirably adapted for a motor garage, petrol 
station and other commercial purposes”. 

After John James died in May 1924 two of his sons, Horace and Alfred, 
were listed in 1924 and 1925-6 respectively.  According to Purley's 
burial register John was buried in the “centre of three graves by the wall 
near the tool shed”.  His wife, Eliza, survived him until a foggy week in 
early January 1933 when she died during an “epidemic of flu in the first 
fortnight”.  But she wasn't buried with her husband “because bones 
were found when digging there”.  

Also buried in Purley is their eldest son, Charles, who died in 1951 in 
Spencers Wood aged 70 and his 61 year old wife, Ellen of Purley, who 
died in 1940.

The forge and cottage remained empty for some time and some of the 
village children would stop by on their way to and from school to drop 
stones in the well and listen to see how deep it was.
  
The final nail in the coffin, so to speak, of Purley's village blacksmiths 
came after over 300 years when the County Council demolished the 
buildings in 1936 to widen the road junction, and later put in the traffic 
lights.  Only one known undated and blurred newspaper photograph 
exists and was published with the demolition report.

Meanwhile, a new era was beginning and motor cars were, from at least 
1935, served by the Purley Garage, built in the Reading Road and run by 
Thomas A. Stephenson.  By 1939, Charles Walter Edwards, was listed 
as the motor engineer - but that is another story...

Footnote: The main sources used in compiling this information were local trade 
directories, census returns, parish registers of Purley, Pangbourne and 
Tilehurst, Purley Park Sale Catalogues, Parish Newsletters, manorial and 
probate records, etc.



Sylvia Conquest and Tricia Wilson attempt 
the antiques quiz

11Christmas Party

Half the fun was in actually tracking down the cards as they moved 
around the guests, but when the quiz sheets were completed and 
the answers marked, the winner was found to be David Downs 
with a score of 10 out of 12.  His prize was a box of Christmas 
baubles, for which he didn't need to guess the value as it was 
written on the side!

The cheerful buzz of chat and laughter continued until just after 
10.30 p.m. with most of the discussion concentrating on family 
plans for the holiday period, before Jean Debney drew everyone 
together for a vote of thanks to Rick and Val for their hospitality.  In 
the true spirit of Christmas, there was no shortage of volunteers to 
help with the clearing away and washing up.  Then it was time to 
drift away into the cold night air, though everyone was kept warm 
by the memory of such an enjoyable evening.

concerned that “antiques quiz” might mean that they had to guess 
the ages of society members, but this proved not to be the case, as 
Lee had prepared a set of twelve cards, each featuring an antique 
object and for which members had to estimate the value.
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DAVID DOWNS

Christmas Party

This year's Christmas party was held at the usual hospitable venue 
of Rick and Val's residence in The Gatehouse on the chilly evening 

thof Friday, 16  December.  Once upon a time this was the regular 
venue for our monthly meetings, but as the numbers attending 
society talks have increased, we have needed to move to the larger 
surroundings of The Barn.

However, The Gatehouse proved once again the ideal location for 
our festive gathering.  Always a popular event in Project Purley's 
social calendar, 36 members and guests were present, whilst the 
list of apologies included the strangely-named “Marion 
Fingerprints.” The crowd of merry-makers was just the right size 
to fill the downstairs room, allowing people to circulate 
comfortably and, at the same time, ensure a lively and constant 
hum of conversation.

Among the guests were David Betts, Chair of Purley on Thames 
Parish Council, and John Chapman, Chair of West Berkshire 
District Council.  Both had enjoyed a busy day as, during the 
morning they had, in the company of Princess Anne, The Princess 
Royal, attended a rural housing seminar at Hampstead Norreys.  
Her Royal Highness is President of the Rural Housing Trust and 
John had the responsibility of proposing a vote of thanks and also 
wishing “Happy Christmas” to  the  entire  Royal  Family.

On arrival at The Gatehouse partygoers were greeted with a 
welcoming glass of mulled wine, just sufficient to loosen tongues 
and encourage happy mingling.  It was also time for a hectic 
exchange of Christmas cards and then for a tuck-in at the superb 
buffet which had been brought along by members.  Next came the 
traditional Christmas competition, which this year consisted of    
an antiques quiz organised by Lee Hall.  Some members were 
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music through their earpieces in some scenes, as were the dancers, to 
enable the sound crew to record the conversation between the actors.  
But the real highlight came on the last day when, having missed the 
minibus transport back to the dressing room, she was given a lift in 
film director Joe Wright's Mercedes!

Cold feet almost prevented Sylvia Conquest from auditioning for a 
part, but once she was accepted and had seen the wonderful 
costumes, she was delighted to be involved in the filming of the Jane 
Austen novel she most adores.  She received her £20 fee for a fitting 
and worked on each of the four days.  The organisation was superb, 
including the first-aid facility for an injured lady who fell heavily, 
plus the “Reel Meals” catering van which could produce hot meals 
throughout the day.  Sylvia was embarrassed by her sore throat, even 
though she had a non-speaking part, but made up for it by acting out 
an exaggerated swoon on the settee during the ball scene.  She had a 
sense of anti-climax once the filming was over but, in retrospect, 
enjoyed the whole experience, even if Colin Firth was not playing 
Mr.Darcy.

Christine Wall, Sylvia's friend from many years ago had joined a 
casting agency without any opportunity of work until she saw the 
advert for extras for “Pride and Prejudice” in the Newbury Weekly 
News.  At her fitting she noticed that the costumes had been supplied 
by five different companies, and some dresses were in dire need of 
repair.  The hairdresser attached a bun to her short hair, added a 
feather and she was told to wear no jewellery or make-up.  A devotee 
of period drama, Christine loved the film when she saw it and 
managed to recognise her own back view in one of the scenes.

Peter Mason, a member of the Basildonians amateur dramatics 
group, auditioned, was enlisted as a footman, then rapidly promoted 
to a gentleman guest at the ball.  He spoke of the problem for 
background artists in miming animated dialogue for take after take, 
and at the same time making suitable accompanying facial 
expressions.  Peter was called back at the end of the week to film an 
additional scene, this time as a footman and can be seen covering the 
house furniture with dustsheets before closing the huge double 
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Project Purley & the Basildon Park Extras

Impeccable timing ensured that Project Purley's September meeting 
took place on the day that Universal Pictures'  big screen production 
of “Pride and Prejudice” went on general release throughout the U.K.   
One of the best attended gatherings of recent years listened 
enthralled as Society members plus invited guests spoke of their 
experiences as support artists in the Netherfield Ball scenes filmed at 
Basildon Park in September 2004.

John Southall “topped and tailed” the meeting.  Although not 
involved in the actual filming because he was reluctant to shave off 
his beard, he was on site throughout as a member of the Basildon 
Park staff.  He explained that the film unit comprised a 90 camera and 
technical crew and that he and his colleagues had to close the house 
as early as July to accommodate them.  They were helped by a 
conservation expert as they wrapped and stored away precious and 
irreplaceable items, then took up valuable carpets that would be 
permanently damaged by the footsteps of the 200 extras who had 
been recruited by Working Titles.  The film village gradually 
assembled, including huge hairdressing and costume marquees, 
catering vans, stage sets, scaffolding, a rebuilt Octagon Room and 
motor homes for the stars, who included Keira Knightley, Donald 
Sutherland, Matthew Macfadyen and Brenda Blethyn.  Basildon 
Park staff also had the mundane task of directing traffic and checking 
identity cards, as well as ensuring that no gravel from the driveway 
was trodden into the house.

Janet Southall, John's wife, was an extra in the crowd scenes and 
spent four days on the set and can see the back of her head, wearing a 
mob cap, in the film.  She particularly remembered the stifling heat in 
the ballroom scenes on the Thursday afternoon shoot and how 
terrified she was that one of the large candles would set alight a lady's 
ball gown.  Continuity meant that filming often had to be stopped to 
ensure that candles were seen at the appropriate lengths.  The 
musicians of the English Chamber Orchestra were hearing piped 
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not, we're far too old!”

John Southall finished the evening by saying what happened after 
the extras had left.  There were a further six days filming for the 
principal actors, with the house staff spending much time raking 
over the grass and gravel after each take of the horses and carriages 
travelling over it.  On the warmest day the Fire Brigade arrived to 
work the rain machine, and Keira Knightley had glycerine applied to 
her face to produce artificial tears.  John and his colleagues were able 
to eat gourmet-type food alongside the actors and this also gave him 
the opportunity to collect autographs on prints from a 1964 
reproduction of an 1896 edition of the book.  These much prized 
signatures are now in the safe at Basildon Park.  The house needed a 
fortnight's work before it could revert from a film set to a National 
Trust property, but now includes, at no extra charge, an exhibition of 
items connected with the filming of “Pride and Prejudice”

Looking back on those exciting days at Basildon Park in September, 
2004, those of us who were lucky enough to be involved will 
remember several highlights.  Not the  £60 per day we were paid, or 
the excellent way in which we were fed and watered, but the friends 
we made;  the opportunity, however brief, to rub shoulders with the 
stars of the silver screen;  the patience we all showed in standing 
through seventeen takes of the ballroom scene;  the director's cries of 
“lovely, lovely, lovely!,” but, more than anything, the fun of it all.  Go 
and see this marvellous film.  Blink and you'll miss us, but I promise 
you, we are there!                                                                          

           David Downs

The Battle of Trafalgar

stThe Battle of Trafalgar took place on October 21  1805, and exactly 
two hundred years later to the day, Project Purley members attended 
a talk by John Gurnett, a Trafalgar enthusiast.  John  was a society 
member before moving out to Burghfield and explained that he first 
became interested in the life of Horatio Nelson whilst living near the 
Maritime Museum in Greenwich and studying the diorama of the 
battle.
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doors as the curtains are brought down at the far end of the corridor.  
For him, an equally memorable part of the experience was meeting 
other extras, including a former investment banker, a taxi driver, a 
children's game designer and the man who sold George Harrison his 
first electric guitar for £17.

Working as a volunteer in the teashop at Basildon Park meant that 
Edward Dingwell, an M.A. student at Reading University, was in 
pole position for a part as a crowd extra.  He used a superb phrase to 
describe his feelings when he said that during the week he was “able 
to get under the skin of the film.”  He had been told to mingle in 
crowd scenes but, like many of the extras, was too star struck to do 
this immediately.  He also had a narrow escape when he survived an 
attempted seduction by Sylvia and Christine during some 
enthusiastic background action, and accidentally clobbered one of 
the stars, Rosamund Pike, whilst waving his arms about too 
animatedly during the Netherfield Ball.

I was originally offered all four days, but this was cut to two when the 
heavy rain meant that no outdoor filming could take place on 
Monday or Tuesday.  I had only been accepted as a crowd member 
after promising to shave off my beard, and suffered more humiliation 
when the hair stylist said my hair was a bit “Doris Day.” I learned 
from one of the costume assistants that this was rhyming slang for 
“gone astray!”  I spent two long days wearing a heavy wig, thick 
clothes and tight silk stockings and at times felt like a stray dog in 
Battersea Dogs Home, as assistant directors looking for people to fill 
out crowd scenes walked straight past me in the marquee.  But I was 
impressed by the attention to detail in the scenes in which I was 
included, such as the correct way to hold a glass, the constant 
attention of the hairstylists and dressers between takes, and the 
provision of water bottles in the heat of the Octagon Room which 
then had to be tucked away out of sight.  Like the rest of the speakers, 
I enjoyed the kindness and thoughtfulness of all the film unit, and the 
camaraderie among the extras.  The only disappointment came when 
the director asked for a couple to indulge in a passionate embrace as 
background to the dancing.  I suggested to the lady standing next to 
me near the piano that we might oblige, but she replied,  “Certainly 
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John began by detailing some aspects of Nelson's personal life.  He 
joined the Navy at the age of 12 and, despite being vulnerable to 
seasickness, was quickly promoted, advancing from Lieutenant to 
Post Captain in three years.  He was popular with his men, for whom 
he showed great care and compassion and, at the time of Trafalgar, 
was already a national hero due to his success at the Battle of the Nile.  
His weakness was his affair with Emma Hamilton.  Both were 
married when they first met, but they fell in love, moved into a house 
in Langham Place, London and the union produced a daughter 
named Horatia.

Thoughts of home were far from Nelson's mind on the morning of 
stOctober 21 , however.  The combined French and Spanish fleet, 

commanded by Admiral Villeneuve, had been sighted at 05.30 hours 
off Cadiz, despite Napoleon's decision that he preferred to invade 
Russia.  Nelson was already on board his flagship, H.M.S. Victory, 
with his crew of 800 men when the enemy was spotted and he spent 
the hours before the battle began walking round his ship encouraging 
his crew and making sure they enjoyed a hearty meal.  The sailors 
were well paid, knew they had the chance of prize money and 
respected their captain.  They were spoiling for the fight.

Nelson's fleet had two other advantages.  The English ships had been 
at sea for some time, so the men were well trained, especially in the 
vital art of gunnery, and Nelson himself was a far better and more 
fearless tactician than the cautious Villeneuve.  The advantages offset 
the combined fleet's superiority in numbers of guns  2,568 to Nelson's 
2,148 and in sailors  Villeneuve's 30,000 to the Navy's 17,000.

At 1l00 hours the two fleets were on a collision course, just three miles 
apart.  Nelson sent his famous battle signal, “England expects that 
every man will do his duty,” with “expects” replacing “confides” on 
the advice of Signal Lieutenant Pasco as it was quicker to send.  
Nelson's final signal to his fleet was “Engage the enemy more 
closely,” and the battle began with the home fleet making a two-
pronged attack on Villeneuve's ships.  The two attacks, one led 
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by his deputy, Admiral Collingwood, sliced through the combined 
fleet, who in the confusion, began to fire on each other.  H.M.S. Victory, 
leading one attack, was hit by seven or eight broadsides and the poop 
deck became a slaughterhouse with 50 sailors killed or wounded 
before Victory could retaliate.

The battle lasted little more than an hour.  Nelson's strategy of splitting 
and dividing the enemy worked perfectly.  No British ships were lost, 
whilst Villeneuve lost 17 of his original fleet of 33.  Nelson lost 1500 
men, but 14,000 men from the French and Spanish navy were killed.  
Tragically, at the height of the battle, Nelson was mortally wounded, 
shot through the shoulder, lung and spine by a musket ball fired by a 
sharp shooter in the rigging of the Redoubtable.  He was attended by 
Surgeon Beattie and Captain Hardy, but did not die before he knew his 
fleet had won a glorious victory.

The British crews would have liked to claim prize money, but a fierce 
storm caused many of the battered enemy ships to sink.  The majority 
of Nelson 's fleet made it safely back to their base in Gibraltar, where 
those who died on the journey back were buried.  Nelson's body was 
stored in brandy and eventually returned to England to be carried 
down the Thames before the funeral service in St.Paul's Cathedral on 

thJanuary 8  1806.  Sailors in the burial party tore scraps from H.M.S. 
Victory's White Ensign, used during the service, as keepsakes.

Nelson's Will asked the nation “to take care of Emma Hamilton and 
Horatia,” but nothing happened, possibly because of public 
disapproval of their liaison.  By contrast Nelson's brother was created 
an Earl, awarded a pension of £5,000 and given by the state, £90,000 to 
buy a house.

Emma moved to Calais and died in 1815 before Napoleon could 
imprison her.  Horatia married the Reverend Philip Ward, had nine 
children and moved to Pinner to live in a house which in recent times 
has been owned by Ronnie Barker, then David Suchet.  She always 
denied being Nelson's natural daughter and it was only some years 
after her death that the wording on her gravestone was changed from 
“Adopted Daughter” to “Beloved Daughter.”
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Of the survivors of the battle, Admiral Villeneuve, who had been 
thtaken prisoner, was brought to Reading on January 6  1806 and 

allowed to stay in the town on parole.  When he returned to France, he 
was stabbed in the chest and assassinated on the orders of Napoleon.  
Survivors of Victory's crew transferred to H.M.S. Ocean, having been 
given carved pieces of wood from Nelson 's flagship as a memento of 
the epic battle which changed the course of British history.

Although John's voice was rather quiet which made it difficult for 
those at the back of the audience to hear, the content of his talk was 
absorbing, as he covered a lot of detail in just sixty minutes, about the 
same amount of time as the duration of the battle itself.  There was 
one more surprise to come, however, as during the discussion which 
followed, one of our members, Rita Denman, produced a fascinating 
memento.  It was an invitation card, signed by Horatio Nelson when 
he hosted a formal dinner for friends at Merton, his country house, in 
1805.                                                                                      David Downs

The History of Wilson Road School

Liz Woodhouse, the guest speaker at Project Purley's meeting on 
thNovember 18 , was the perfect person to talk about the history of 

Wilson School.  Not only was she a pupil there from 1969 to 1975, her 
son Sam attended Wilson in recent years and Liz was a Parent 
Governor and member of the Parent-Staff Association.

Liz began by explaining that she was pleased to send Sam to Wilson, 
her catchment area school, even though it was in Special Measures at 
the time as a result of an Ofsted inspection.  As an elected Parent 
Governor, she wanted to help raise the school's profile, and did so by 
organising a series of events to celebrate its centenary in 2005.  This 
would have the advantage of involving the community as well as 
former pupils and, as an introduction to the centenary, a tea-party 
was held in Battle Library in September 2003.  This was attended by 
more than 40 former pupils as well as the Reading West M.P., Martin 
Salter.
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From that enjoyable occasion came enough reminiscences to provide 
material for a Centenary History of the school, though Liz also had to 
research old school logbooks, microfilm copies of the Berkshire 
Chronicle and make visits to Berkshire Record Office and the Central 
Library before she was sure she could do justice to all ten decades of 
the school's life.  She also wrote to the Reading Evening Post letters 
page asking for memorabilia, pictures and memories from past and 
present staff, pupils and parents.  Finally, she formed a five-strong 
editorial committee of current school bursar, Gill Brown and old 
pupils Irene Witts, Graham Holt and David Downs, plus herself to 
take responsibility for publication and marketing.
 
Other contemporary events taking place included the production of a 
commemorative centenary mug, a reunion of two hundred people at 
the school in February 2004, a centenary party for current Wilson 
Primary pupils in May 2004 and, perhaps most important of all, the 
school coming out of Special Measures and being recognised 
nationally as an improving school.  The school's involvement was 
emphasised by the children hosting visitors by acting as waiters and 
waitresses, conducting guided tours of the building and the school 
choir providing entertainment.

Material for the publication arrived via fax, e-mail, letter and 
telephone as well as beautifully written and decorated poems and 
stories from present pupils.  Included in the book will be copies of 
school reports (some better than others!), sports certificates, 
photographs of class and team groups, as well as contributions from 
those who attended Wilson School as far back as the 1930s with their 
own particular memories of the school as it was in their day.  The 
early part of the twentieth century will be described by reference to 
logbooks and will cover the First World War period from 1914 to 1919 
when the buildings were converted to a War Hospital for wounded 
and convalescing servicemen.

Liz said that editing had been an enjoyable but difficult task, as some 
contributors would be disappointed at seeing their entry rejected.  
Getting funding was a problem too.  Main funding would come from 
pre-sales or pledges, and a few local businesses had promised 



                           Back Page: Air Ambulance photograph

At the performance of Shakespeare's Merry Wives of Windsor by the Rain or 
Shine Theatre Company in the Barn last June (which was hosted by Project 
Purley) the sum of £425 was raised for charity and a cheque for this amount 
was presented to the Thames and Chiltern Air Ambulance service at White 

thWaltham Airfield on Thursday, the 17  November.  Present (from left to 
right) were Paramedics Bob Towsen and David Findlay, Jayne Lloyd of the 
Rain or Shine Theatre Company, John Chapman and David Downs.

thThe Rain or Shine company will be returning to the Barn on the 9  June 2006 
to give a performance of A Midsummer Night's Dream.                    Editor

sponsorship.  Ideally 200 copies need to be pre-sold to guarantee 
thpublication in the New Year.  The scheduled launch date is March 10  

2006 when a reunion of pupils and staff will take place at the school.

Now that the content has been decided, all that remains is for the front 
and back cover design to be agreed, though this will be chosen from 
material submitted by present pupils.  The editorial committee is also 
busy getting quotes from various printers, and a decision has to be 
taken by Christmas to ensure adherence to the March publication 
date.

At our meeting, there was an exhibition of artefacts which Liz had 
brought along for members to view, and an invitation for anyone who 
wanted to reserve a copy of the book to do so.  If you have a 
suggestion for a title for the centenary history, would like to order a 
copy, or have any questions or information for Liz, please contact her 
on 0118 9596817.                                                     David Downs
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