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Chairman’s New Years Message

John Chapman

I write this on the day following one of Project Purley's most 
successful ventures, the performance by the Rain or Shine Theatre 
Company of  'A Christmas Carol'. Unfortunately I missed the June 
performance as I was ill for most of the summer but I am told it was 
up to the same high standard as ever. These performances do more 
for Project Purley's image, for bringing together our community, for 
raising money for charity and for just plain enjoyment than almost 
anything else that happens in the village. They have now become an 
established tradition and this extra one in the run up to Christmas 
has been a real bonus. We owe a great deal of gratitude to David 
Downs for his initiative with this and to Catherine Sampson for 
catering for well over 300 people on the day.

All in all 2009 has been a very successful year for Project Purley 
with a good range of topics for our monthly events. We started off 
with our usual Members' Evening recalling our very varied 
childhoods, many of which were clouded by memories of the war. 
Then for February we had what was perhaps the most professional 
presentation we have ever had by Hugh Grainger on 'The Evolution 
of the English Language' which told us so much about our own 
history. March saw a revised history of Reading Football Club by 
David Downs, one of the highlights being the tale of the one-legged 
goal keeper. In April we had Jean and Ken Fostekew telling us about 
the history of aviation in Berkshire.

Our summer programme was rather different. In May we visited 
Dennison Barracks at Hermitage to learn something of military 
mapping and June took several members to Newbury for a walk 
around led by Jane Burrell as well as the 'Taming of the Shrew', both 
of which I missed. The annual Barbecue was an indoor affair this year 
courtesy of Dorothy and Ben Viljoen and Jupiter Pluvius.

Clive Williams came along to kick off the Autumn programme 
with a talk about the Battle of Newbury and Rick Jones fascinated us 
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all with a history of the Kennet and Avon Canal in October, although 
his title suggested only the stretch through Reading and I was 
expecting a resumé of the delights of the cafés by the Oracle. Jean 
Debney kept us amused about our surnames and what might have 
been our ancestors' occupations in days gone by in November. We 
are most grateful to Tony Trendle for all his hard work in putting 
together this and most of next year's programme.

On the publications scene our Journal has gone from strength to 
strength thanks to Ann Betts and Ben Viljoen. Catherine Sampson is 
busy assembling photos and snippets of information for a picture 
book of Purley and we have a revision to the 'Place Names of Purley' 
and a new 'Road Transport in Purley and Pangbourne' in hand. We 
are hoping to hold a major exhibition next August or September to 
launch the Picture Book.

To support our publications and to protect our heritage our 
electronic archive is now well under way with some 1909 images, 588 
press cuttings, 383 articles, 759 document transcripts plus another 
1324 miscellaneous items in electronic form which can be made 
available to members if they like to loan me a memory stick for a few 
days - but beware it takes well over 3 Gb of memory and we are only 
about 10% complete with the material we already have on paper.. 
Included are copies of many of the Parish Magazines dating back to 
1933 - we have a huge backlog in scanning these. Our thanks go out to 
all those who have loaned material for scanning.

At our next AGM in March, your Committee will be presenting a 
new Constitution. The present one which dates back to 1984 with a 
few modifications, is somewhat out of date due mainly to changes in 
technology. We hope you will support the proposal.

One of the great things about Project Purley is that so many of our 
members are active in other societies and provide links to a much 
wider range of interests than just our own village. To mention a few - 
The Berkshire Local History Association, The Berkshire 
Archaeological Society, The Berkshire Family History Society, The 
Berkshire Gardens Trust, The Berkshire (and West Berkshire) 
Heritage Environment Forums, Pangbourne Heritage and these are 
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just in Berkshire with several members associated with national 
organisations. 

2010 looks like being a momentous year for Project Purley with 
our book launch and exhibition as well as a first class programme of 
events (watch this space). We have purchased a web-site and there is 
a lot of information available already although the presentation is a 
bit basic at the moment - try it anyway by going to www.project-
purley.eu. Any offers of help will be gratefully accepted.

It just remains for me first to thank all the members of the 
Committee for their hard work in this past year and all our members 
for their support. Finally to wish all our members, their friends and 
their families a very happy and prosperous New Year.
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And during the 18  and 19  centuries, women as well as men, 

were hanged for their crimes, some crimes that would be regarded in 
today’s world as less serious, such as bigamy, assault, 
burglary,vagrancy and counterfeiting, and the gallows also awaited 
the felon guilty of pick-pocketing, shoplifting, embezzlement or 
receiving stolen goods. Capital punishment could sometimes be 
commuted, but the punishment would still be severe.  Where, for 
instance, a value set on goods stolen was less than 12p, the sentence 
might be transportation to the colonies, or branding with hot irons, 
or whipping.

We have an account of what the Castle Street Bridewell was like 
from a Prison Chaplain.

‘A spacious room with four dark huts on one side for night-
rooms, dirty and out of repair. Women and men are together in the 
day time.  The night room for men is a large dungeon down some 
steps; a separate night room for women.  The Turnkey’s lodgings are 
above the dungeon with an alarm bell so that escape will be more 
difficult.  When felons arrive they are washed and wear clothes 
supplied by the County - a drab coat and breeches, waistcoat and 
two check shirts and two pairs of yarn hose for the men, and gown, 
petticoat, shifts and yarn hose for women.’

Conditions were appalling, with serious overcrowding and 
racked with typhus.

By 1783, with numbers of prisoners increasing, so much so that 
the County of Berkshire petitioned Parliament for a new house of 
correction, and in 1785 a new building on the eastern end of the 
Forbury, on the ruined site of the Abbey (founded in 1121 by Henry 
I) was constructed, built where the present gaol now stands, 
comprising 14  solitary cells and 6 wards for grouped prisoners.  
Debtors, or the imprisoned had to pay for their own keep.  Later, the 
Forbury was enlarged principally to house felons, whereas the 
Castle Street gaol housed debtors and thus by 1819 these 
overcrowded buildings designed to hold 60 persons, accommodated 
73.

In 1822 Reading Prison became one of the first to introduce a 
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Reading Gaol

Tony Trendle

In Reading gaol by Reading town
There is a pit of shame

Those two lines are included in ‘The Ballad of Reading Gaol’, written 
by Oscar Wilde, who himself sojourned in that prison in November 
1895 from previous detention at Newgate, Pentonville, and 
Wandsworth, to serve the remainder of his sentence for ‘gross 
indecency’ and later, bankcruptcy.

Wilde hated his time in prison, a life in stark contrast to that to 
which he had been accustomed.  And his ballad contains the verse 

th
that sums up the horror of prison in the 19  century:

This too I know -  and wise it were

 If each could know the same -            

 That every prison that men build

 Is built of bricks of shame,              

And bound with bars lest Christ should see

How men their brothers maim.

Reading has had a gaol of one kind or another for over 500 years, 
stretching from the days of Henry VIII, through the Dark Ages of the 
penal system of punishment and retribution, and the Victorian era of 
appalling incarceration, to what is now regarded as more 
enlightened times of remand and correction.   A first reference  in 
1537 indicates that a gaol existed in Castle Street on the site of present 
day St Mary’s Church, a county ‘bridewell’, only 30 metres square, 
used as a remand prison for those awaiting trial, namely felons, 
debtors and petty criminals.  In addition, an even smaller prison 
comprising just three rooms in a local tavern, the Reading Arms, 
could hold just a few prisoners.  Later, hardened murderers were 
incarcerated in the bridewell, and the first recorded execution took 
place in 1571 when an offender, Newman, was hanged in the market 
place.
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treadmill, using prison labour to grind flour, and prisoners serving 
hard labour were forced to climb the treadmill for many hours each 
day, exhausting both men and women, and breaking their health.  
Two years later further enlargement was necessary to accommodate 
growing numbers including females, up to 142 in number, there 
being three prisoners to a cell measuring just ten feet by eight.  These 
terrible cells were dark and unventilated, with beds barely a foot 
apart.

Food was another shocking situation.  A number 3 diet (prisoners 
sentenced for over one month) consisted of a pint of gruel (watery 
porridge) for breakfast, no dinner, and a further pint for supper.

By 1841 the Inspector of Prisons questioned the deficiency of 
Reading Prison and following numerous enquiries, the rebuilding of 
Reading Prison commenced in 1844, based on the layout adopted for 
Pentonville completed two years earlier, where individual cells 
deploying the ‘silent system’ of isolation calling for prisoners not to 
converse, and segregation from hardened criminals.  At a cost of 
£40,000, the new prison opened in July, described as being a most 
conspicuous building and architecturally by far the greatest 
ornament in the town.  Situated on rising ground, and close to the 
railway station, the incoming traveller would be aware of a 
commanding building with four turrets and a castellated Gothic 
style outer wall.  The new prison contained 250 cells allowing  
isolation for all prisoners (the silent system).  The turret to the left of 
the main gate housed the Matron, the right-hand one housing the 
Deputy Governor, and the remaining two turrets housing staff.  The 
gatehouse contained a flat roof specifically designed to conduct 
executions held in full view of the public and was used for that 
purpose barely a year later for the hanging of Thomas Jennings.   Past 
the main gate was a small courtyard with the women’s prison to the 
left (E-ward), with 30 cells, a small infirmary and a bathroom and 
laundry.  This was a completely self-contained area, and the only 
time women entered the main prison was to attend chapel services.  
The most notorious woman to be hanged was Amelia Dyer, executed 
in 1896 for the multiple murder of children in her care as a foster 
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mother.  This 56 year old woman advertised in local newspapers, to 
take in young babies for a fee of £10 each, and within a day of taking a 
child into care, would throw the body into the River Thames.   By the 
time of her arrest, seven bodies had been recovered, murdered by 
strangulation, and later it was revealed that her sordid practice had 
been carried out over a period of 15 years in other areas, where she 
had petitioned insanity and was admitted into an asylum only later 
to discharge herself making her one of the most prolific child 
murderers of all time.

It was not until 1915, when the prison was reclassified to include 
political prisoners in the wake of Dublin’s Easter Rising, that the gaol 
became the single-sex institution, that it is today.

The cells within the new prison were more spacious, 13 feet long 
by 7 feet wide and 10 feet high furnished with a stool, a table, drawers 
and shelves, and finally a hammock.  In one corner was a small 
cistern, and a basin, and each cell was allotted six gallons of water.  A 
gaslight was suspended from the ceiling with notices on the wall 
pertaining to prison rules and diet, the name of the prisoner and his 
offence, and morning and evening prayers.  Prisoners only left their 
cells for chapel service, exercise and visits.   Meals were passed 
through a hatch in the door.  Cells were grouped into wards:

A-ward  for prisoners awaiting trial where safe custody was the 
essential feature

B-ward  for convicted prisoners and included punishment cells

C-ward for convicted prisoners and long term inmates. The lay- 
out remains as it is today.

D-ward mainly for debtors, included visiting area

Two other areas of significance were:   

The Gardens, for exercise, shaped on a carriage wheel design with 
central hub and 20 spokes

The Chapel - comprising rows of individual cubicles confining 
the prisoner who was also masked.  Rows of pews were 
provided for debtors and women, who also were compelled 
to wear masks.
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produce a financial benefit to the prison.  A further step in applying 
such punishment was to scrap hammocks in the cells and replace 
with planks to serve as beds.

Punishment up to the 1870s could be harsh, lesser punishment 
consisting of removal of visiting rights, reduction of dietary status 
and the use of handcuffs or straightjackets.  A particularly 
unpleasant punishment was gagging, described thus: ‘the gag was 
fastened around the neck and the mouth opened by means of a rough 
piece of iron pressed upon the tongue’.  Flogging was commonplace, 
by birch (a wooden cane used as a whip), or the ‘cat-o-nine-tails’ (a 20 
inch handled whip with nine 33 inch cords.  Corporal punishment 
could and was often administered to children, and it was 
commonplace that offending children could be sent to Reading Gaol.  
The youngest on record was the case of Frank Stockwell, aged seven, 
who was tried for the offence of arson in July 1884.  Another boy aged 
11, A. Davis, received 21 days hard labour for poaching, and received 
12 strokes of the birch on his release.  It is interesting to note that 
corporal punishment, such as the birch, was usually administered at 
the end of a term of imprisonment perhaps as a departing reminder 
that it would be wise to avoid a return.

To be continued  in the May Journal 
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The daily routine of the prison was set down in 1844 as follows:

5.30am  Night Duty Warder rings bell for officers to rise   

6.00am Unlock cells for cleaning  

8.00am Assistant Warder and Prisoners’ breakfast    

8.30am Principle warder breakfast, prison locked up

9.00am Warders muster in central hall     

9.10am Bell rung for chapel    

10.00am Prisoners to labour   

12.00 noon Prisoners dine    

12.30pm Knives and tins collected from cells    

2.00pm to 6.00pm   Core routine, labour and exercise     

6.00pm  Prisoners’ supper    

7.30pm Warders remove tools    

7.45pm  Bell rung to prepare for bed      

8.00pm  Bed.

When a new prisoner arrived through the outer doors and the 
inner gate, both being slammed shut, he would be escorted to D 
ward which housed the reception where documents would be 
inspected and transfer from police to warders would be completed.  
Handcuffs and leg-irons were removed, a search carried out and all 
possessions removed (these were later returned, sealed, if acquittal 
followed), but if convicted, money and articles were forfeited to the 
Crown.  The prisoner was then taken to one of the ten reception cells 
to await a medical inspection, after which he was taken to the baths, 
his clothes taken away and fumigated, and replaced by prison garb, 
finally to be taken to his appointed cell.  The system deployed was 
for prisoners serving up to 18months to spend their time in complete 
isolation and silence, and after this period, to be employed within the 
prison.  This system earned Reading Gaol an ominous reputation 
resulting in a dwindling of prison numbers.

Prisoners offending were given hard labour, but as the treadmill 
was thankfully abandoned in 1842, six hand mills were introduced in 
1854, and in 1863 stone-breaking became another activity, both to 



  

Apart from the unwelcome cats we get crossing our garden, the 
only other animal seen was the ever present grey squirrel, both in the 
trees and searching under the bird tube feeder for seed flipped out or 
rejected by the various birds.  The squirrel has competition under 
the tube feeder from the dunnocks, woodpigeons, robin and even 
the great tits.

October carried on from where September ended staying 
reasonably warm and dry but over the month the temperature 
gradually fell and over three times as much rain as September came 
down, totalling nearly 2½ inches, mainly in two wet spells of a few 
days each with the occasional odd wet day in between.

The variety of bird species increased compared with September 
and included a greenfinch and a willow warbler, not forgetting the 
wren and the song thrush which put in repeated sightings. At the 
end of the month there was also a sudden increase in the number of 
blackbirds seen at any one time which can only be caused by their 
annual flight from cooling Europe with its decreasing food supply.

The muntjac deer put in one of its occasional appearances 
towards the end of the month, a single doe one week and a buck and 
a doe together the next.  On both occasions they only appeared on 
one day and then for quite a short time before vanishing again.  
Finding small shallow pits dug into the lawns overnight increased in 
frequency; they are caused by an unseen badger digging up worms 
and grubs.   Very occasionally scats from a fox are also found but the 
fox is rarely seen.

In November the greater spotted woodpecker put in two 
appearances and a pair of crows were seen more frequently but not 
every week.  A blackcap also showed itself during four of the five 
weeks in the month, similarly the jay was seen much more 
frequently and one day we even saw a mistle thrush, the larger 
brother of the song thrush.  The red kite is seen most days but only 
very rarely does it fly over the garden below tree top height and 
using that criteria we saw it just once.  

The weather this month continued to cool down with most days 
recording around the 50 F mark, but the last five days were cooler 
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Green Woodpecker             photo Peter Perugia

Nature Notes

Cliff & Jean Debney

Following on from our first Nature Notes, August ended very much 
like the first half of the month, warm and basically dry.  September 
started warm enough but it rained over the first two days and over 
half an inch fell, mainly on the second day.  Thereafter there were 
only four days which could be described as damp and all month the 
temperature stayed warm, if just a little cooler than in August.  
During the first week of September we saw two Speckled Wood 
butterflies as well as some Large and Small Whites but the August 
variety was gone.  

Our hanging tube feeder, complete with its squirrel stopper of a 
large sheet of aluminium sitting on its top, utilises one of the arms of 
the rotary, continued to attract the tits, nuthatch and robin and even 
the dunnock tries its hand sometimes.  The variety and number of 
birds seen in the garden at any one time remained constant and, 
apart from those mentioned already, included the woodpigeons and 
magpies, all appearing in similar numbers to August. A wood 
warbler was also spotted during the third week of the month.  

THE PROJECT PURLEY JOURNAL
 

12



Remembering Iris Moon
1924 - 2009

Ben Viljoen

We shall all greatly miss Iris Moon who was such a valuable link with 
the history of our area and so generously shared with us her 
recollections and family archives.

Iris, the only child of Henry Arthur John Wilder and Ruby 
Bilbrough married Michael Moon in 1949 and, in 1954, inherited the 
Sulham Estate. This marked the end of the Wilder line in Sulham 
which stretched back, unbroken,  to 1497. 

Sulham estate, with its  unique historic continuity and network of 
public footpaths, is a legacy that greatly enriches all our lives in this 
part of the Thames Valley that has seen so much change, and for 

still. The night-time temperatures suddenly dropped below 50 F for 
all but three nights and on seven nights it dropped below 40F.  The 
rain fall also increased markedly with only four days without a 
measurable trace.  In total over six and a half inches of rain was 
recorded. 

Apart from the usual animals, one not seen for quite a long time 
put in an appearance at the end of the month, namely a squirrel with 
just a two inch stump for a tail.  It doesn’t appear to be hampered by 
its loss, still jumping from branch to branch like the others do.

December began with an overnight temperature of minus 1 
centigrade but it has only been over the last two nights that it again 
fell below zero C, 32F, and both yesterday and today we have seen 
some snow which rapidly melted.  The forecast for tonight is rather 
different but we shall see in the morning.  Day time temperatures so 
far this month only reached 50F on six of the sixteen days recorded so 
far and tomorrow is expected to be frosty or just above freezing for 
much of the day.

Have a happy relaxing Christmas and New Year. 
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which we can thank Iris.

I first met Iris in 1997 when she asked Project Purley to prepare an 
thexhibition to celebrate the 500  anniversary of the Wilders settling in 

Sulham. A small group of us went to Sulham House to discuss the 
exhibition. Spread out on a large table in the nursery were piles of 
papers and photographs, that Iris put at our disposal. We soon 
realised that we were undertaking a major project and appointed Jan 
Jones to be the project leader. After many weeks of work which 
included making copies of all the Wilder photographs and preparing 
a catalogue of the paintings in Sulham House we mounted an 
exhibition in the stables of Sulham House for the Wilder Celebration.

In recognition of the valuable information that Iris made available 
to Project Purley she was made an honorary member of the society.

While Iris lived in Sulham House she helped me piece together the 
visual history of Purley Hall and when she moved to Guernsey our 
correspondence continued. Iris was particularly helpful in giving me 
details of important paintings that she had left in Purley Hall when it 
was sold and which now sadly have disappeared. In return I kept Iris 
informed of the changes at Purley Hall and my various lines of 
research.

What I appreciated most about Iris was her logical mind, her 
scrupulous attention to detail and her sense of humour which 
became apparent when she proofread the panels that we prepared 
for the Wilder Exhibition. She pointed out that the ‘virtuous Wilders’ 
who provided the long line of Sulham rectors, would not have 
approved of their pigeon tower being called a ‘folly’, unlike some of 
her  less serious minded maternal ancestors, one of whom had fought 
a duel in Hyde Park. 
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Battle of Newbury
thExactly two days short of its 366  anniversary, the English Civil 

War Battle of Newbury was the subject of the talk given to members 
thof Project Purley by Clive Williams on Friday, September 18 .

Thirty-two members resisted the counter attraction of the first in 
a new series of “Strictly Come Dancing” to attend, and were told by 
way of our speaker’s introduction that the battle was the turning 
point in the Civil War.  Firstly however, he would explain the 
background to and causes of the war.

Charles I came to the throne in 1625 and quickly fell out with 
Parliament.  As King he had the power to suspend Parliament and 
did so on two occasions early in his reign.  He decided to rule 
without the support of his ministers and, in 1629, levied a tax known 
as “Ship Money.” This was to raise funds to restore the once 
powerful navy, which decided however to side with Parliament.

Charles’s problem was religion.  His Queen was Henrietta, a 
daughter of Henry IV and an ardent Roman Catholic.  To try to bring 
unity to the country and to restore good relations with Parliament, 
Charles appointed William Laud, a native of Reading, as 
Archbishop.  However the Scots began a rebellion and Charles, in 
1639, sent his army to fight them.  It was only when he ran out of 
money a year later that he decided to recall Parliament, only to 
dismiss it, then recall it once more.  But this time Parliament wanted 
blood, and got it, literally, when Laud was executed.

The differences between King and Parliament were now clearly 
insoluble, and crisis point was reached as Parliament decided to 
impeach Henrietta.  Charles decided to leave London with her and 

ndmove to the country where, on August 22  1642, he raised his 
standard to find an army of followers to fight Parliament.

The first major confrontation of the war took place at Edgehill in 
October and ended with honours even.  The Royalists under Charles 
had the superior cavalry troops, but their infantry was not well 
equipped, especially in the south.  Parliament had a strong navy, but 
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this was of little use as the war dragged on as all the fighting took 
place inland.

By 1643 Parliament held only Plymouth and Gloucester in the 
south, but Cromwell’s new model army was becoming better trained 
and advanced north, where the two armies were to converge at 
Newbury.  At the time it was a town without fortifications, though 
Charles held Donnington Castle.  The scene was set for the bloodiest 
and most decisive battle so far, with even families riven as different 
members supported opposing sides.

Charles’s army was commanded by Prince Rupert, an 
experienced and gallant cavalry officer who was hated by the 
Parliamentarians.  Their army was led by the Third Earl of Essex, 
who had many supporters in the Newbury area.  His army had been 
surprised in a preliminary skirmish at Aldbourne, and the Royalists 
were first to occupy Newbury, where they even seized provisions 
awaiting Essex’s soldiers.

Charles set up his headquarters in The Gun public house, while 
Essex was based at Biggs Cottage.  The Royalist army occupied the 
escarpment at Wash Common and so had the advantage of holding 
the high ground.  Essex placed his artillery at Round Hill just 300 
yards from Rupert’s men and advanced his infantry men towards 
the enemy.  A stone memorial plaque bearing the words CIVIL WAR 
is the only sign that the major confrontation took place there on 

thSeptember 20  1643.

Dark Lane on the escarpment was an excellent defensive position 
because of its height.  But Charles’s mistake was to line up his forces 
at the top of the feature instead of moving them forward to occupy 
Round Hill.  Ignoring the maxim that “the best form of defence is 
attack” he allowed the Parliamentarian army to advance to Dark 
Lane.  The densely wooded and hedged area was more suitable for 
the pike and musket than the cavalry, and by the time Charles 
realised his error, it was too late to attempt to take Round Hill.

The bloody battle lasted all day until 11 p.m.  Estimates put the 
number of soldiers fighting on each side at 10,000 with 3,000 killed on 

steach side.  At dawn on the 21 , Rupert wanted to continue the fight, 
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experience amongst great tranquillity and beautiful scenery, 
combined with a certain amount of engineering expertise and 
technical know-how.  The hobby has lasted a lifetime and Rick still 
runs a couple of boats along local waterways.

Our speaker explained that he would be concentrating on the 
Kennet & Avon Canal and its relevance to Reading.  He told us that it 
was built between 1794 and 1810, the intention being to link the ports 
of London and Bristol, and as an alternative method of 
transportation.  Roads had become rutted and poorly maintained, so 
businesses were looking for a more efficient and safer way of moving 
goods by an inland route.

An Act of Parliament passed in 1715 had declared the Kennet 
navigable, despite strong opposition from Reading businessmen 
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A Canal Through Reading   

Rick Jones took an evening off from his busy schedule as chair of 
Purley on Thames Parish Council to be the guest speaker at Project 

thPurley’s monthly meeting on October 16 .  His subject was “A Canal 
through Reading” and his affection for his topic was obvious.  Rick 
first became interested in waterways as a consequence of a boating 
holiday in the early 1970s, explaining that it was a boys’ own-like 

but Charles, knowing the Royalists were by now low on 
ammunition, ordered him to withdraw.

The Parliamentarians, victorious almost by default due to 
Charles’s lack of aggression, moved on from Newbury to Theale, 
then Reading and finally London.  The major battle of the Civil War 
had been won and Charles, low on funds, was never a real threat 
again.

Our speaker illustrated his talk with old prints and maps to show 
the development of the battle and also raised the question of where 
the 6,000 bodies might be buried.  There are certainly no obvious and 
big burial mounds at the site of the battle.  But The Gun public house 
still stands and the Falkland Memorial commemorates the battle.  

Both features are part of a circular 
walk which takes one on a tour of 
the area where once took place a 
decisive event in English history.

          David Downs
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and mill owners, who feared for their supremacy as a distribution 
centre.  Kennet Navigation was completed by 1724 by a company 
formed from the  promoters, with John Hore as chief engineer and 
surveyor, and a Newbury businessman, Francis Page, appointed 
several decades later to solve the financial problems.  In the 1720s, 
Bath had become a renowned spa town, and by 1727 John Hore had 
supervised the project which made the Bristol Avon navigable.

thAs the 18  century advanced, better surveying and engineering 
saw more canals and waterways being built, so that by 1850 a whole 
network covered England.  The plan to connect London and Bristol 
by inland waterways had become a reality by 1788, and was a reliable 
alternative to a four hundred mile journey round the coast, where 
boats and barges might also be at risk from enemy warships during 
the Napoleonic wars.  Charles Dundas, the M.P. for Kintbury, 
chaired the Western Canal Board which saw the completion of the 
Kennet & Avon canal, whilst John Rennie was appointed as chief 
engineer.

Rennie advised that a “broad” canal be built.  He ensured that 
sufficient water was available, and that changing land levels could 
be solved with the building of locks along the canal.  Locks are cheap 
and reliable but slow, each one taking about fifteen minutes to 
negotiate.  The problem was most acute at Devizes, where nine locks 
in close proximity are still needed to compensate for a sharp drop in 
height.  Other methods of coping with changes in height include 
tunnelling through hills, building aqueducts, or going round the 
outside of the hill or dip.  A towpath for the horse drawing the barge 
is also needed.  Water for each lock was provided either through 
gravity feed or a pumping station at Crofton.  By 1830, however, 
demand for water was so high that a dam and reservoir had to be 
built.  The total cost of building 80 miles of broad cut canal, including 
80 locks, originally estimated at £450,000 eventually rose to £979,000.

The building work was done by hand, by vagrants and displaced 
agricultural workers who became known as “cutters” or 
“navigators”  hence the modern use of the word “navvie” to mean a 
general labourer.  The workforce moved round the area in camps 
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and caused consternation to local residents with their aggressive, 
hard-drinking lifestyle.  It was a dangerous occupation, as one or 
two deaths per mile was considered an acceptable consequence.

The first part of the Kennet & Avon Canal, from Newbury to 
Hungerford, was opened in 1798, and the extension to Great Bedwyn 
in 1803.  Completion was achieved by 1810 and the navigation 
fulfilled its promise in carrying goods and earning money.  Cargoes 
carried included coal, stone, timber, grain, flour, beer, cheese and 
agricultural goods, so the local wharves - two at Aldermaston, 
eighteen at Newbury, seventeen at Reading - were kept busy.  In 
Reading, Huntley & Palmers Biscuit Factory preferred water to road 
transport for many years, as did Simonds Brewery.  A narrow boat 
could carry 30 tons of cargo, a wide K & A barge almost twice as 
much, whereas a horse-drawn wagon, even on a surfaced road, 
could manage only two tons.

Boat people often lived on their boats, with women fully involved 
in managing the operation, though they found time for a social life on 
their boats too.  Children received spasmodic education around the 
canal network as welfare issues became prominent, but generally life 
on board was hard, with accommodation cramped and fights 
between the men as they competed for business.

Canal business peaked between 1820 and 1850, but declined 
thereafter due to the advent of the railways.  The K & A canal fought 
off the challenge of the Great Western Railway by opening day and 
night, reducing toll fees and laying off staff, but these efforts were 
unsuccessful.  Eventually the G.W.R. bought the canal to eliminate 
competition, and the canal gradually slid into disuse.  By the 1920s a 
little canal traffic still remained, but the G.W.R. raised the tolls so 
much that even this dwindled away.

The canal became derelict, but a campaign to reopen it began in 
1955.  The Kennet & Avon Canal Association, helped by a grant from 
Newbury District Council, began a long and huge restoration 
project.  It was not until 2002 that all the work needed to restore it as a 
viable waterway was completed.  The Queen had visited the project 
in 1990, and Prince Charles performed the opening ceremony in 
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2002.  The cost of the restoration was calculated at £10 million, with 
another £20 million to keep it functioning.

Rick’s talk had been delivered in clear, precise tones, and was not 
over reliant on illustrations to convey the beautiful surroundings of 
the canal as it wends its way through our towns and countryside.  
Above all it helped us to realise how fortunate we are to have 
sufficient enthusiasts to keep our heritage alive.

           David Downs  

What’s in a Name?

Jean Debney was a founder member of Project Purley back in 1982 
and since then has served the Society in a number of committee roles, 
including a five year stint as Chair.  She has also been the main 
speaker on several occasions, most recently on Friday, November 

th20  when her talk was entitled “What’s in a Name?” 

Jean has a passion for discovering the origin of surnames, and at 
one time had a regular spot on Radio Berkshire where listeners could 
phone in and be told by her about their family name.  The meeting in 
The Barn was no less interesting, as a total of 33 members plus two 
guests trickled in on a bitterly cold evening to be enlightened by 
Jean’s expertise.

Members had submitted at a previous meeting a list of names to 
be investigated, but before announcing her results our speaker gave 
a brief but clear explanation of how surnames came into use.  
Hereditary surnames were almost unknown before the Norman 
conquest of 1066, but thereafter some French surnames and 
forenames began to appear.  In the Middle Ages surnames were 
gradually introduced among the land-owning classes, and 
progressively among the lower classes as written records increased 
and clerks compiled taxation lists.  Centuries of mis-spelling and 
mispronunciation have altered names, but the prevalence of family 
names increased dramatically following the parish registers ordered 
by Henry VIII in 1538, Civil Registration in England in 1837 and the 
Education Act of 1870 which decreed that all children must have 
their name entered in the school register.
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Jean next explained that surnames can be classified into four 
groups:  Font (personal and patronymic), Local (place names and 
topographical features), Occupational (trade, office and skills) and 
Nicknames (relating to appearance or behaviour).  She then used her 
card index and several thick reference books to tell us the origin of 
the names that had been given to her.

The longest English surname is Featherstonehaugh (pronounced 
Fanshaw), and fortunately not owned by anyone in Project Purley, 
nor to be found in the Reading telephone directory.  Our members’ 
submissions were far more prosaic, and began with Jones (derived 
from the son of John), Adams (from the Bible, appertaining to the 
earth or describing a person with red hair) and Sampson (again from 
the Bible, referring to a strong person).

The Bible is indeed a source for many names, as are the languages 
of Anglo-Saxon, Scandinavia, France, Wales, Scotland and Ireland.  
The largest of the four groups is the one with local connotations, 
which show evidence of resident geography or migration.  Names 
with the prefix “de” are usually of French origin, while English place 
names frequently refer to a small hamlet or farm.  For example, 
Chesterton indicates a Roman fortress or camp, Seville is from a 
place in Northern France, Viljoen was originally French but 
transposed to South Africa, and Perugia comes from Central Italy.  
Toponymics, which indicate direction or location, include North, 
West, Hill, Forest, Bridge, Bowden and also large trees such as Ash, 
Birch and Hazel.  I was intrigued to find that while my own name is 
self-explanatory, my mother’s maiden name of Marcham derives 
from a homestead where wild celery grew.  Purley incidentally 
indicates a clearing where pear trees thrived.

The occupational group provides names such as Shepherd, 
Carter and from the building trade, Mason, Carpenter, Glazier and 
Slater.  The retail trade gives Chandler, Turner and Cooper, while 
transport is the source for Marshall, Saddler and Smith, the latter a 
diminutive of blacksmith.  Status would be indicated by Freeman, 
Priest, Squire or Knight and other names classified by Jean as 
“Miscellaneous” include Archer, Harper, Shooter and Singer.
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interviews with the actors, then we all enjoyed sandwiches provided 
by Jean.  Eloise and Stevie watched the actors don costumes and do 
their warm-up, and the school children began to arrive.  Kendrick’s 
Year 7 came by coach whilst Westwood Farm’s Year 6 made the short 
journey from Fullbrook Crescent on foot.

 Now the fun began.  Dickens’ classic had been adapted by James 
Reynard who also directed the production and took the role of the 
narrator.  The play centred on the conversion of the miserly 
Ebenezer Scrooge and his journey to redemption through the visits 
of the ghosts of Jacob Marley, Christmases Past, Present and Future.  
Scrooge was played with an array of emotions and facial expressions 
by Craig Rogers (most recently seen on television in Doctor Who), 
and the other three cast members took on a variety of parts, all of 
which needed some rapid backstage costume changes.  The story 
was presented as a pantomime with plenty of audience 
participation, something which enthused the young audience, 
especially the two in the front row responsible for clanking chains 
and the little boy given the task of chiming the hours on the tubular 
bell.

The matinee finished at 3.15 p.m., the children drifted off into the 
darkness, the actors changed out of their costumes and scrubbed off 
their make-up.  Lesley arrived soon after 4 o’clock with hot soup and 
rolls for everyone, then those actors who were not still being 
interviewed snatched a couple of hours sleep, read a book or rang 
their agents to see if any more work is in prospect in the New Year.

The evening performance was, like the matinee, a sell-out,  and 
again used plenty of interaction with the audience.  Rows of adults 
were asked to make the noises of ghosts, swirling winds, church bells 
and Christmas festivities at appropriate parts of the scrip.  Two 
members of the audience were actually given lines to say in Act Two.  
Ben Viljoen had just  one to speak and did it perfectly.  (I understand 
Ben is now about to apply for his Equity card!) whilst Stevie from 
Kendrick had several lines of dialogue to project.  Again she did so 
confidently, as befits the teenager who will be playing Dorothy in 

thPurley Players production of “The Wizard of Oz” on January 29  and 
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A Christmas Carol   

Perhaps the “Rain or Shine” Theatre Company should be renamed 
the “Rain or Snow” Theatre Company as they have now begun 
touring productions in the winter as well as the summer.  And it was 
one of the most popular seasonal productions, Charles Dickens’ “A 
Christmas Carol,” that they brought to The Barn in Purley on 

thThames on Friday, December 11 .

Once again Project Purley took responsibility for the 
administration, with the intention of donating all profits to the 
appropriate and worthwhile charity, the NSPCC.  The company 
agreed to play two performances, a matinee at 1.30 p.m. for schools, 
and an evening show for the village at 7.30 p.m.

So it was that five members of Project Purley - Ben, Cliff, Jean, 
John and myself - met at The Barn just after 9.30 a.m. to put out the 
seats, make tea and coffee, and help Catherine and Lee set up their 
refreshment stall.  The five actors arrived in their all-purpose 
minibus an hour later and started to erect the stage, scenery, lighting, 
music and props.  We were joined by two delightful girls, Eloise and 
Stevie, from Kendrick School, who are both studying drama at ‘A’ 
Level, and had been given a day away from school to work with the 
company and observe how a travelling company operates.

When everything in The Barn was ready, the girls video-recorded 

The smallest group is that of nicknames which can be comp-
limentary or uncomplimentary. An example of this is Crump, which 
could refer to someone who was crippled or had a crooked back.  
Nicknames might also refer to a person’s similarity to another living 
creature such as Bird.

Jean clearly has an enthusiasm verging on passion for her subject 
and as she reminded us, attempting to define a surname may, in the 
long run, be useful if researching the origins of one’s family.  She 
concluded her fascinating talk most appropriately by telling us that 
her and Cliff’s surname of Debney means “God bless you!”

             David Downs

 



Reviews of Meetings & Events 27

Christmas Party

“I’m dreaming of a white Christmas” might well have been the 
theme tune for the Project Purley Christmas celebration held at The 

thGatehouse on Friday evening, December 18 .  Twenty-five 
members slipped, slithered and slid their way along frozen 
pavements and icy roads to enjoy the seasonal warmth and 
hospitality at Rick and Val’s abode.

As usual guests were greeted with a glass of mulled wine 
prepared by Cliff and Jean, then as the rooms filled with people, the 
hum of conversation grew ever louder.  I listened to debates about 
the possible identity of Reading F.C.’s new manager (the one just 
dismissed was a Purley resident!), the gritting or non-gritting of the 
roads around the village, and the enjoyment generated by Rain or 
Shine’s production of “A Christmas Carol.”

At 8.45 p.m. Chairman John called everyone to order, made his 
traditional speech of welcome, wished everyone a Happy Christmas 
and asked David to introduce this year’s quiz.  This time guests were 
asked to find the answers to clues connected to locations in and 
around London.  Some of the answers were fairly obvious and easy, 
e.g. “The monarch is annoyed” = “King’s Cross,” or “Alpine 
dwelling” = “Swiss Cottage”.  Others needed a little more 
thought,such as “What the bride did” = “Maida Vale” and “Motor 
horns in New York” = “Tooting Broadway.” Apparently the most 
difficult was “To play upon the feelings” which equates to 

“ H a r r o w . ”  T h e  
atmosphere during the 
quiz was like a G.C.S.E. 
Examination hall, and 
when time was called 
three members John, 
Nicki and Rick had 
scored 25 out of 32.  A 
tie-breaker saw Rick 
vic tor ious  and the  
recipient of the prize of a 
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th30 .

No doubt fortified by Catherine’s mulled wine during the 
interval, the entire audience joined in the singing of carols towards 

the end of the play as Scrooge finally 
recognised and did something about 
the plight of the poor.  The play was 
written by Dickens in 1843 when he 
was heavily in debt and socially 
aware, but James’s adaptation 
contained some topical and amusing 
references in traditional panto style.  
Thus the gap between the classic and 
comedy was bridged admirably, and 
the actors fully deserved the loud 
applause they received at the curtain.

Scrooge’s eventual kindness was 
mirrored by that of the audience who 
contributed a total of £206.33 in 
donations as they left the Barn and 

walked out into the freezing cold night air.  This amount, added to 
the £110  made by Catherine on drinks and mince pies, plus the 30% 
we retain from ticket sales, means that Project Purley will be able to 
donate £541.13 to the NSPCC.

It was almost 11 p.m. by the time the actors had driven away, and 
Ben, Cliff, John, Marion and I had restacked the chairs.  Each visit by 
the Rain or Shine fulfils three main functions: live entertainment for 
the village, the opportunity to support good causes, and of course 
provision of work for actors.  The barn is one of their favourite 
venues as they tour the country, and they will return on Friday, June 

th11  when they will present “The Importance of Being Earnest.” Note 
the date now!

            David Downs
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tin of shortbread biscuits.

The highlight of the evening was of course the superb buffet to 
which everyone had contributed.  Sandwiches, cakes, quiches,  
salads, cheeses and many other savouries were all consumed with 
great relish.  So were the desserts and it was well past 10 p.m. when 
John asked for quiet so that he could, on our behalf, thank our hosts 
for making their home so generously available to us all once again.

And that was it, apart from Jean and David’s impromptu version 
of “Strictly Come Dancing” in the kitchen, and the inevitable 
washing- up.

The night had become distinctly chillier by the time everyone 
departed, but we left in good spirits, well fortified by cheerful 
company, lively conversation, excellent food and, of course, that 
exquisite mulled wine.

            David Downs  
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