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WEST WILTSHIRE WANDERINGS 2017
(including East Somerset)
Friday 8th September
It's a good job I don't believe in omens, because just as we were about to leave at 09:15,
there was a veritable cloudburst and the first part of our journey was characterised by a
lowering sky and rain. The weather was capricious throughout the day, but obligingly lifted and
displayed blue patches when we stopped en route at Montacute House in South Somerset.
I immediately liked the look of the late Elizabethan three-storey mansion, constructed with
local stone of a yellow hue that exuded a sense of faded historical warmth. After a welcome
cappuccino in the courtyard café, we strolled around the garden. Starting at the entrance to
the house, a large lawn was bounded on three sides by balustrade walls and its mixed flower
and shrub borders looked hopefully colourful in the still obstinately cloudy sky.

The East Court garden at Montacute House

Sadly, I found the light tricky for taking photos, which was disappointing when we came across
the famous wibbly wobbly hedges. No matter how hard I tried, I failed to take a good enough
photo and decided that a future visit to Montacute House was on the cards - when the sky was
a beautiful blue and gorgeous little puffy white clouds would enhance the wibbly wobbliness.
The hedges of English yew are presumed to be about 150 years old and were straight until
1947, but the prolonged heavy snow of that winter caused their flat tops to collapse under the
weight and never bounce back as normally happens. The quirkiness of their appearance was
embraced and nowadays cutting the wibbly wobbly hedges take two people ten days to
complete, with platform scaffolding, hedge cutters and a cherry picker to reach the top.
The sunken North Garden with its central fountain also posed lighting problems, although its
topiary yews were fascinating and looked somewhat like a line-up of soldiers in a parade, some
of them leaning over as if suffering the ill-effects of a hangover.
After walking around the other side of the house to the west drive, we stood and admired the
avenue of clipped Irish yew trees, Lebanon cedars, limes and oaks. This was good news, as I'd
brought my I-Spy Trees book with me on holiday, with the intention of improving my tree
identification skills, instead of merely saying loftily (and appropriately) how much I love trees.
The impressively long and straight avenue led down to the west gates in the distance.
However, it was lunchtime and so we returned to the courtyard café for a freshly prepared
cheese roll with some seasonal salad. Since there was more blue sky appearing and the café
indoors was rather small, we sat outside underneath a large umbrella and dodged one or two
persistent wasps, already feeling in holiday mode. Us, not the wasps - although who can tell?
Afterwards, we approached the entrance of the house and were greeted by a friendly man in
Tudor costume, who gave us some blue plastic shoe covers to protect the flooring. There was
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no need for timed entry, so we were able to look around the rooms at our own pace, using the
plentiful information boards. There were guides in most rooms, although relevant questions
always seem to escape me and I'm too self-conscious to ask irrelevant questions.
The most memorable aspect of the interior for me was the colourful portraiture, as opposed to
so many paintings adorning old properties that are so dark as to be deeply depressing. I know
very little about art on the whole, apart from what I like and dislike, so it was a pleasure to
genuinely appreciate some fine and very lifelike portraits.
An added bonus was an exhibition called Copying Holbein developed by the National Trust, the
National Portrait Gallery and the University of Bristol. There were nine 16th and early 17th
century copies of works by Hans Holbein the Younger, who became court painter to Henry VIII.
It was fascinating to see portraits of people I've gradually become acquainted with through
books and television, including King Henry VIII himself, Katherine Parr, Jane Seymour (with
quite a chin), Thomas Cromwell and a most lifelike portrait of Queen Elizabeth I. It was
pleasing to feel I actually had a slight grasp of one era of history at least.
By the time we left at around 14:00, the sky was quite blue in places, but the final journey to
our self-catering accommodation produced a lot more rain, as well as slow, queuing traffic.
However, we made it to Crockerton Lodge, near Warminster, without incident and transferred
our luggage into a clean, modern and comfortable single-storey building a short distance away
from the owners' house, with convenient parking and pleasant countryside views.
The owners had apologised for being abroad during our stay, so they would be unable to show
us around. Call me unsociable, but I was perfectly happy to be left to our own devices and
everything we needed was readily available. They had provided milk, flapjack and a bottle of
wine, so we were soon drinking tea before heading to a local supermarket.
There was a long, loud rumble of thunder at one point, but it came to nothing and the evening
passed in a relaxed way, once Alan had sussed out how to turn on the television. The leather
sofa and chairs were a little slippery, but the bedroom was comfortable with one exception feather pillows and a feather duvet. I know it's ridiculous to have a bird phobia that includes
feathers, but I managed to swallow my dismay and didn't grouse about the situation. There
was a nasty rustling noise with every turn, but I didn't want to appear a goose and although
the arrival of morning wasn't exactly swift, I felt justified to crow a little at my success.
Forgotten item: Alan forgot to bring his pyjamas!
Saturday 9th September
The morning of my 65 th birthday dawned fairly brightly and I enjoyed opening cards and
presents (as you do) with a morning mug of tea. The sky was still blue until we were ready to
leave for our day's excursion to Stourhead, a National Trust property in Wiltshire - in fact, a
mere 20 minutes' or so drive away. It looked like the weather forecast of multiple rain showers
might be right, but we'd wanted to visit Stourhead for some time.

Famous lake view of the Pantheon at Stourhead
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This was particularly true for Alan, as his mother's maiden name had been Hoare, the name of
the banking family who built Stourhead house and garden in the 18 th century. Although we
haven't so far been able to trace a link, Alan's direct ancestors came from Crondall in
Hampshire, a mere 70 miles away. Apart from this tenuous link, Stourhead beckoned as
another National Trust property of exceptional beauty, particularly its landscaped garden.
Our arrival coincided with a rain shower, so we sheltered in the restaurant with a cappuccino,
which was no hardship. The sky was friendly again by the time we started our walk towards
the massive lake, stopping en route to investigate St Peter's Church, where there were several
memorials to various Hoare family members. The church itself dates from 1290 and is Grade I
listed, but I was eager to investigate the more well-known Stourhead sights.
As we started our circumnavigation around the lake, while admiring the trees and the views in
general, the first building we arrived at was the Temple of Flora. I first thought it looked a little
worse for wear fronted by weathered pillars, but I became intrigued to read over the doorway:
"Begone, you who are uninitiated, begone!" in Latin, which I understand is a quote from
Virgil's Aeneid. Rebelliously, we stayed to have a look around inside and discovered that the
temple was dedicated to the goddess of flowers and spring.
Since it was late summer, we continued on our way, admiring many of the remarkable trees
that adorn much of the landscape. Apparently, our steps on the anti-clockwise route around
the lake were taking us on a representation of Aeneas's descent into the underworld, where he
met the ghost of Dido, who turned away from him. His continuing journey took him to the
grotto, where the river god showed him the way out.
Our continuing journey did indeed take us to the grotto, although we didn't encounter the
shade of Dido along the way. However, there was plenty of shade from the gathering clouds
and when we entered the grotto, the river god saw to it that the rain descended in
bucketloads. Thankfully, it was just a shower and the grotto was certainly a fascinating shelter.
It first appeared on the outside to be a conglomeration of mossy rocks, but a tunnel entrance
led into a room fashioned largely from flint, which led into a main chamber, the floor of which
was decorated with pebbles arranged in circles. On this occasion, the floor was also decorated
with muddy puddles (one of which I stepped in due to the grotto-type darkness).
Beneath an arch, a white painted statue of Ariadne reclined on a marble plinth in watery
splendour, but for me the more compelling statue was the beckoning form of the river god.

Hailed by the Grotto's River God
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The grotto was sheltering several people at this point, while raindrops found their way into the
river god's lair. To the side was an aperture right next to the lake, rockily framing some scenic
views, but I found the lake a little too close for comfort to peer out too inquisitively. Finally,
the rain eased and a closer look at the river god revealed that he was sitting on an urn, which
is perhaps what river gods like to do.
Our journey through the garden - which to be frank was nothing like an imagined journey
through the underworld, since it's clearly in the overworld - took us to a Gothic cottage, where
we sheltered from another shower. I wasn't certain what was especially Gothic about it, but it
was certainly a charmingly rustic little building in which to rest halfway around the garden and
shelter from the rain. Once again, the views of the lake and surroundings were inspiring.
Not too further along was the Pantheon, the symbol of the completion of Aeneas's heroic quest
and the founding of Rome. That might well be so, but in reality it was a building constructed in
1753-4 using Chilmark limestone with a brick and timber supported dome. As the largest
garden building at Stourhead, the outside had a genteelly dilapidated look as so many old
buildings do, but it was decidedly grand, with steps, pillars and statues.
It had originally been called The Temple of Hercules and home to a statue of the god in
question, but was renamed the Pantheon (meaning a temple sacred to all the gods) when
statues of other classical deities were added inside, including Isis, Flora and Diana. It seemed
a tall building, with an attractive dome roof and proved to be a challenging place for taking
photos. The Hoare family had apparently used it as a place for relaxation and entertaining
guests, although for me, one of its best features was the view over the lake from outside.

View from just outside the Pantheon

The view was enhanced by some blue sky, which unfortunately degraded into grey sky once
again as we continued our lakeside amble. We must have been tiring, as we passed by the
Temple of Apollo without bothering to investigate - and neither did we walk across the
Palladian bridge, which on reflection, I would rather liked to have done. Another visit calls.
As we found ourselves leaving the garden and heading towards the restaurant for lunch, it was
gone 13:00, so we'd enjoyed almost three hours in one of the most famous gardens of
England. Our simple lunch of sandwiches, crisps and Sicilian lemonade wasn't half bad, too,
despite the restaurant still being crowded with lunchtime customers.
Our afternoon destination was the house itself, once home to Alda and Harry Hoare and
described as a Palladian mansion. On the way there, up the sweeping drive, the heavens
opened again to yield some torrential rain. Fortunately, we were able to shelter at a nearby
ticket office, which had a handy roof overhang for those sudden cloudburst situations. It was
just as well, or we'd have dripped unattractively upon entering the house.
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My first impression was that it was dark. I know the blinds need to be down to protect the
paintings and artefacts, but I can't say I particularly warmed to it. Perhaps I was expecting too
much. The library was quite pleasant as I recall, especially a colourful lunette window depicting
the greatest thinkers of the classical world - and lots of books, always good in a library.
What really drew my attention though, was the collection of personal memorabilia. Moving
around what was once a much-loved family home, the family came alive through various notes
and letters on display. Henry and Alda Hoare arrived at Stourhead in 1895 and set about
creating a very special home for themselves and their only son, Harry. However, in August
1914, Harry joined the Dorset Yeomanry and went to Egypt with them the following year.
His military career was plagued by ill-health and injury, but ignoring advice from military
doctors, he kept returning to the battlefield. In 1917, he was killed and with no heir, the house
was passed to the National Trust in 1946. There was something quite heart-rending in seeing
letters of condolence for Harry's death and the obvious grief of his mother in various writings. I
was intrigued to see that Alda had been a close friend of Thomas Hardy and his two wives
(though not simultaneously). There's nothing quite like seeing somebody's handwriting.
We left at 14:45, hopefully to return when the rhododendrons are in bloom. There was an
ominous rumble of thunder as we later sat in Crockerton Lodge drinking tea and eating
birthday cake, but a highlight of the day was a Skype call from our daughter and
granddaughter, in which they sang Happy Birthday. It was particularly a highlight, as soon
afterwards the sky darkened and we looked out to see sheets of rain and hailstones gathering
on the ground outside. It was quite spectacular in a single-storey wooden building!
The evening was quieter, apart from the Strictly Come Dancing introductory programme that
was full of high jinks, high kicks and people filled with exuberant energy, just like I'm not!
Forgotten item: I forgot my preferred jacket and am stuck with an old pink raincoat 
Sunday 10th September
The feather duvet was warm, but the morning was cool and grey. We decided to go to Lacock,
a village and civil parish about 20 miles away. Lacock Abbey began life in the 13 th century and
looked to be a very historic place, with many lime-washed, half-timbered and stone buildings.
It was indeed very historic, although I have to confess that the sight of so many cars parked in
front of the wonderful old buildings along the entire length of the main street and elsewhere,
caused my heart to sink. There are just too many cars in the world - fact! I'd better not
mention overpopulation, but Sir David Attenborough happens to feel the same way...
The sky was overcast when we arrived and made our way to The Stables tea-room. The
premises were authentically stable-like and we were both glad that our cappuccinos were hot,
as there was a bit of an autumnal breeze playing between two open doors. Afterwards, we
made a photographic exploration of the village, with its quaint reminders of a bygone era.

Old buildings - no cars!
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Almost all the village is owned by the National Trust and its streets and cottages are
indisputably picturesque, so small wonder it's been used by the film and television industry for
historic corkers such as Pride and Prejudice, Downton Abbey and Cranford. It was a planned
village for the estate workers of the abbey, but after a slightly disgruntled wander due to the
proliferation of cars and the lack of blue sky, we took ourselves along to the abbey itself.
The original abbey had been founded by Ela, Countess of Salisbury in 1232. One of the most
powerful women of the Middle Ages (not to be confused with middle age), she had previously
been Sheriff of Wiltshire and then Lacock's first abbess, serving for 17 years. Quite a woman.
The abbey served as a nunnery of the Augustinian order until the 16 th century Dissolution,
when it was sold and converted into a country house. Its medieval cloisters, chapter house,
sacristy and monastic rooms have survived mainly intact, while its 16 th century stable
courtyard has half-timbered gables, a brewery, bakehouse and clock tower.
In 1827, the house passed to William Henry Fox Talbot, a keen scientist and mathematician,
who enlarged the south gallery and added three oriel windows. Before we went inside, though,
we wandered around the Victorian woodland garden and a walled garden known as the botanic
garden, where Fox Talbot grew his botanical specimens. There was a sleeping cat in a basket
in the greenhouse, which gave it a homely feel - but I'm not sure I'd label it a botanic garden.
It was still good to see some bright late summer colour, though.

Yellowness to brighten the morning

As we went to start our look around the abbey, we were disappointed the cloisters were
closed, due to filming in progress. No cloisters! We didn't find out what was being filmed, but
in front of the house there was a massive Warner Brothers trailer, along with other vehicles
and paraphernalia. It didn't look as if anything at all was in progress, to be honest, but I did
find out that the elusive cloisters had been used as a film set in the first two Harry Potter films,
masquerading as classrooms and corridors of Hogwarts school - which was no consolation!
The abbey/house was a little quirky and definitely interesting. Much of this was concerned with
Fox Talbot, who seemed to have been a clever, deep-thinking man with some acclaimed
intellectual friends, including Charles Babbage and Peter Mark Roget (of Roget's Thesaurus
fame). Some of the rooms were quite cosy, especially the bedrooms, but one room was very
dark and there was also the usual supply of hideously dark paintings. On the whole, though, I
enjoyed looking around.
Fox Talbot was famous for making the earliest surviving photographic negative, although there
was unfortunately some controversy over patents. One day in 1833 when he was sketching the
scenery at Lake Como, he became frustrated at his lack of drawing ability - I know the feeling,
although not necessarily at Lake Como. This inspired him to some clever deep-thinking and he
went on to develop developing (which I enjoyed writing), fixing and printing. He was also an
eminent mathematician, an archaeologist and an astronomer, but what impressed me most of
all was the fact that he was a much respected translator of Assyrian cuneiform writing.
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It was gone midday by the time we emerged from the abbey/house, so we decided to go for a
snack at a recently opened barn café we'd espied earlier in the clock tower courtyard. The
procedure for being served was a little confusing, but we successfully ended up with some
appetising mint pea soup, served with chunks of fresh brown bread and butter. It was suitably
warming in the slightly cool barn and fortified us to continue our Lacock explorations.
The Fox Talbot photographic museum was an obvious destination, but a rather strange thing
happened - we didn't stay long! I thought Alan would have been transfixed, but he said the
lighting was affecting his eyes. I have to confess that as soon as we entered, I found the blue
lighting in the first part of the museum unnatural. I was interested to see some old cameras
and Alan did linger a little at some parts, but we soon escaped upstairs, where there was an
exhibition of cubist photography by Thomas Kellner that was fascinating.
Glad to be outside in the natural light once again, we walked down another street and found
ourselves in a massive 14th century tithe barn. It had once served as a market hall for the
village and was where the villagers paid their rent in corn, hide and fleeces. The vaulted roof
timbers looked complex and impressive and the whole building exuded a sense of history. It
was quite easy to imagine all the goings-on in the past, both legal and not quite so legal.
We continued our wandering, peering in at the old village lock-up and attempting tricky photos
of the Sign of the Angel, a timbered 15th century coaching inn - tricky because of people,
narrow streets, leaning-in buildings and finally the drizzly rain. The cloud cover was thickening,
so we decided to call it a day and mosey on back to Crockerton Lodge for some Sunday rest
and relaxation. I have the strange impression that we didn't do Lacock justice, although to be
fair, the occupied cloisters didn't exactly do us justice either! A return visit, perhaps...
Forgotten item: I forgot my nice shoes and have to wear either sensible shoes or sandals!
Monday 11th September
The previous evening's weather forecast of wind and rain was right, summer seems to have
ended so abruptly. It really could have waited a week. As I emerged from underneath the
disturbingly rustly feather duvet and wandered into the kitchen area to make tea, though, I
noticed three baby deer cropping the grass the other side of the fence to us, which was an
endearing sight (pun perhaps inadvisably intended).
Taking the vagaries of the weather into consideration, a visit to Wells Cathedral seemed a
good idea and after a 45-minute drive, Alan was able to park the car easily enough at Waitrose
car park. It was a walk of 10 minutes or so to the cathedral and we were soon sitting in the
cathedral café sipping a hot filter coffee. The cappuccino machine was out of action - horrors!
There was no entrance charge to the cathedral, although a donation was requested. Alan
handed over £10, although we later saw the suggested donation per person was £6. Oops! I
always find it amazing how every cathedral has a unique feel to it as soon as you enter and
Wells cathedral was no different. It felt welcoming, colourful and full of history - and arches.

Amazing arches everywhere
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The cloisters were rather wonderful too, so the cloister lack of Lacock no longer felt quite as
disappointing. I've no idea how sad that makes me sound, but there it is. The stained-glass
windows were admirable and right from the start, we were both more or less glued to our
cameras. However, I almost became unstuck at one point, when I realised I'd completely lost
sight of Alan. For a good five minutes, he really was nowhere to be seen and I began to fret.
However, he suddenly reappeared from an entirely different direction, after which we both
made an effort to stay in the same vague vicinity. Cathedrals are big!
The reason for the original settlement of Wells was the supply of fresh water found in the wells
and springs of the area. The earliest evidence of worship was a Romano-British burial
chamber, over which a Saxon mortuary chapel was built. Later in around 705 AD, King Ine of
Wessex gave permission for a minster church to be founded. Good decision.
The current cathedral was begun around 1175, to the north of the Saxon church and was the
first one to be built entirely in the Gothic style. About 300 of its original medieval statues
remain on the magnificent West Front and it has an impressive collection of medieval stained
glass. This includes the Jesse window depicting the genealogy of Jesus back to Abraham, which
thankfully escaped destruction during the English Civil War.
Other notable features included scissor arches, which weren't only very aesthetically pleasing,
but were actually a 14th century solution to sinking tower foundations. I know next to nothing
about architecture, but spent a fair bit of time craning my neck upwards in an effort to take a
decent photo of these incredible structures. Those master masons knew a thing or two.

A beautifully practical scissor arch

The Wells clock appeared to be a central attraction as the second oldest surviving clock
mechanism in Britain and possibly the world, still in original condition. Apparently, when the
clock strikes every quarter hour, jousting knights go around in tournament above the clock.
Sadly not real ones, which would be quite a spectacle!
We heard every quarter hour strike, but unfortunately failed to see the action all the time we
were there. I almost made it to the spot at midday, but a crowd had gathered and I found a
viewpoint just as it ended. A minister was there and asked everyone to join him in prayer with
peace in our hearts, since the world is in such turmoil. It felt very fitting in such a place.
The Saxon font was beguilingly old, circular and in a tricky place to take photos - but we
managed. What I also liked very much were the different chapels dedicated to various causes,
each with a noteworthy and often very colourful reredos.
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There was a magnificently old wooden door to the undercroft, the strong room of the
cathedral. Its rugged supporting pillars had been constructed by 1266 in preference to a crypt,
which would have been impractical due to underground water. The undercroft housed a
timeline history display and miscellaneous artefacts added interest, including a stone coffin.
The chapter house was another fascinating area, being the only octagonal chapter house built
as a first storey above an undercroft. The staircase known as the 'sea of steps' leading up to
the chapter house was wide and worn, dividing and turning with one branch leading to the
renowned Vicars' Close (which we saw later) and the other leading into the chapter house. I
stood at the foot of the stairs waiting for a photo opportunity, while the steps exuded an
almost tangible sense of all the feet that have passed up and down them over the centuries.

Right turn to the chapter house...

My own feet eventually passed up them to find myself in one of the highpoints of 13th century
architecture, pleasingly octagonal with a central column and vault somewhat resembling a
large palm tree. The windows were large and allowing much light to stream in, while around
the walls were 51 stalls for seating, decorated with unique carved heads veering from the
grotesque to the humorous. As a meeting place, it must have been quite an experience.
After we'd returned to the main level of the cathedral and more or less had our fill of ancient
tombs and magnificent ceilings and arches, we headed towards the cloisters and the exit.
There wasn't just one straight cloister, but to my jaded no-sense of direction, there seemed to
be adjoining ones. I felt strangely pleased to be having my fill of cloisters.
I'd only stopped for a second or two to take a photo of the ceiling, though, before I realised
Alan was missing again. After attempting to locate him and then retracing my steps to where
I'd last seen him, I was considering ringing him when he reappeared. He'd made use of the
handy conveniences - he may have been relieved, but I wasn't particularly happy!
However, we popped into the cathedral shop before returning to the café for some lunch. At
13:00, it was crowded, but I managed to find a table while Alan ordered us each a baked
potato with salad. The potatoes must have been standing a while, as their skins were tough to
the point of involuntary teeth extraction, but the tuna mayo and salad was very good.
Our afternoon destination was to the nearby Bishop's Palace, home to the bishops of Bath and
Wells for over 800 years. I had great difficulty trying to forget the Blackadder reference to the
baby eating bishop of Bath and Wells, but I managed. There was supposed to be a guided tour
at 14:00, but we didn't come across it at all, so took ourselves on our usual self-wandering
meander around the place, starting with the chapel. We were possibly a little too saturated
with looking around old places and old things, as both of us felt it was a little underwhelming.
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However, the garden was much better and we really enjoyed looking at some pleasant
planting, with good views of the cathedral and the Bishop's Palace from different angles. The
palace itself was surrounded by a moat, where we caught sight of a couple of swans, famous
for keeping up the tradition of ringing a bell when wanting food.
Mostly though, I enjoyed seeing the wells that rise from an underground river, which forces
water up to the surface through weaknesses in the ground. A huge quantity of water rises
through the wells and increases significantly with rainfall, so much so that local flooding
becomes a risk. I found something intrinsically pleasing about having seen the wells of Wells!

The inimitable wells of Wells

The time was approaching 15:00 and we were tiring, so decided to mosey on back to the
Waitrose car park, stopping on the way to view Vicars' Close, the oldest continuously inhabited
street in Europe and thought to be the most complete example of a medieval close in the UK.
We only peered through some gates and it's only retrospectively that I wish we'd actually
walked along the cobbled street and gazed up at the tall chimneys...
Walking back through the shopping area, it's clear that Wells is a small but vibrant city at the
foot of the Mendip Hills, making the most of its history through a thriving tourist industry. For
us, though, we were diverted by a police roadblock on the way back to Crockerton Lodge and
since the Sat Nav appeared to be having a breakdown, we went miles out of our way. In the
absence of an old-fashioned map, Alan's sense of direction finally won through and we spent
the rest of the day in a quiet, reclining way, as befits our advanced years.
Forgotten item: Alan forgot his travel shaving mirror and the light is wrong in the bathroom...
Tuesday 12th September
An amazing sight greeted us this morning in the form of blue skies. Why is sky sometimes
singular and sometimes plural? Even the internet doesn't seem to know! Anyway, our plan for
the morning was to visit an English Heritage site that was a mere 20 minutes' drive away and
happily, by the time we arrived at the remains of Farleigh Hungerford Castle in Somerset, the
singular or plural sky was still largely blue. I kept thinking of Charlie Hungerford in Bergerac...
We were second to arrive at 10:15 and emerged into a cool morning that was blessedly warm
when standing in sunlight. The concessionary entrance fee was £4.70 each, which gave us an
audio guide around the site via a hand-held gadget. It allowed us to wander freely at our own
pace, learning interesting snippets about the Hungerford family, while pausing to take photos.
I even replayed a few parts and there was an option of hearing extra details if desired.
Sometimes I desired and sometimes I didn't, it was that kind of morning.
The castle was begun in 1377 by Sir Thomas Hungerford on the site of an existing manor
house and extended by his son, Sir Walter Hungerford, a successful knight and courtier to
Henry V. It precariously remained in the family during the Wars of the Roses between 1455 to
1485, but was seized by Royalist forces during the Civil War in 1643, when Sir Edward
Hungerford declared for Parliament. It was, however, recaptured by Parliament in 1645.
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When Sir Edward died in 1648, his half-brother Anthony inherited the castle, passing it on in
1657 to his son, another Sir Edward, along with a considerable fortune. This Sir Edward
managed to live such an extravagant lifestyle that he ran up debts, which finally forced him to
sell the castle in 1686. By the 18 th century, it had fallen into disrepair, although retained its
interest to tourists and historians. In 1915 it was sold to the Office of Works, when a
restoration programme began, before passing into the ownership of English Heritage.

A fascinating slice of English history

All that aside, there were other juicy fragments to be learned from the audio guide, including
the fact that Robert Hungerford and his son Thomas were both executed (in 1464 and 1469
respectively) for adhering to the Lancastrian cause in the Wars of the Roses. After the death of
a previous Edward Hungerford in 1522, his widow Agnes was hanged for murdering her first
husband and burning his body in the castle's kitchen furnace.
Walter Hungerford III (1503-40) imprisoned his third wife Elizabeth in a tower at the castle for
nearly four years and the poor woman only survived by drinking her own urine and eating food
secretly given to her by local women. Walter became the agent of Thomas Cromwell, Henry
VIII's minister, but was convicted of treason, witchcraft and homosexuality, which led to his
execution alongside Thomas Cromwell in 1540.
What was most meaningful to me, however, was hearing that Margaret Plantagenet had been
born at Farleigh Hungerford castle in 1473. My later-life interest in history was paying off, as I
knew she was the unlucky soul who had married Sir Richard Pole, whose mother was halfsister of Margaret Beaufort, mother of King Henry VII. Margaret Plantagenet managed to
manoeuvre herself and her sons through various tricky royal situations over many years after
she was widowed, while her favour at court varied. She was finally executed at age 68, purely
because she was a Plantagenet and perceived as a danger to the Tudor throne. Her
executioner was a novice, who made a right royal hash of the job - horrendous.
Perhaps the most unexpected discovery of the visit, though, was the area containing the
priest's house, the chapel and the crypt. We first explored the priest's house that had been
built in 1430 for the chantry priest. It later became a dairy and then a farmhouse, but now
houses an exhibition of the castle's history. For me, the most memorable exhibit was a rare
bible of 1611 that sported a spelling mistake. There was also a collection of clay pipes ☺
We next entered the chapel of St Leonard, not knowing what a rare sight we'd encounter. It
was built at the same time as the castle and yet was still intact. It felt like walking into the
past, as our feet took us past what looked like a bier for resting coffins, a plain font, an old
pew and an old wooden structure, to the window wall. Here there was a well preserved wall
painting of St George slaying the dragon, circa 1440, while another very faded painting
depicted Sir Walter Hungerford kneeling in devotion to the saint.
The adjoining chapel dedicated to St Anne contained memorials from large, ornate tombs with
effigies and wrought iron railings, to painted family crests on the walls. The Hungerford family
certainly had a sense of their own importance, but the whole effect was quite mesmerising.
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15th century St George

Beneath the chapel and reached by a steep, outside stair, the crypt was small and intriguing.
We peered through the bars at a collection of human-shaped lead coffins that still contain the
embalmed remains of presumed members of the Hungerford family - four men, two women
and two children. Some of them had death masks that had been cast from the faces of their
occupants and the audio guide recounted gory details of macabre Victorian tourists, who had
apparently shown an unhealthy interest in the coffins' contents.
As we emerged from the dankness below to the living world above, we saw the earlier fluffy
white clouds had begun to turn into the grey variety, so we sat in the car to eat our packed
lunch, since there was no café on site. It had been an unexpectedly fascinating visit and well
worth missing out on the daily cappuccino.
There was a nearby National Trust garden at Holt in Bradford-on-Avon, Wiltshire, so it made
sense to make an afternoon visit. It was a little obscure to locate, but once we'd arrived we
were happy to see there was a sculpture exhibition, as sculptures and gardens often enhance
each other. The Courts Garden had been created between 1900 and 1921, with seven acres of
topiary, flower borders, stone paths, hedges, lily ponds, an orchard and arboretum.
Being unsure what to expect, both from the garden and the somewhat doubtful looking clouds,
we admired from a distance the 18th century manor house built of Bath stone, before heading
along the garden's outer edge towards the lily ponds. The garden itself was laid out on the site
of an early 19th century woollen mill once connected to the house, although nothing of the mill
remains. The different courts, or sections, of the garden seemed to flow into one another
rather than being rigidly defined, which felt perfectly in keeping with the ambience.
We soon encountered the first of several sculptures on our visit, some of which decidedly
enhanced the planting - but others that to my puzzled mind seemed to be so obscure that they
looked as if somebody had discarded random items they intended to collect later for
transportation to the tip. I fully confess to not understanding conceptual art, but the simpler,
aesthetically pleasing sculptures were very photo-worthy and occupied us happily for a while.
As we wandered into the upper arboretum, stopping to admire a few trees before meandering
into the orchard, rain began to fall. It continued for about ten minutes, but then it looked as if
the sky was clearing, so we loitered underneath an obliging tree with a canopy of spreading
branches. Since the grass was rather wet by the time the shower had finished, we consulted
the information leaflet and went to investigate the kitchen garden, the sunken garden and then
the sundial lawn, taking note of sculptures on the way, obscure and otherwise.
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An aesthetically pleasing sculpture

Another passing cloud decided to shower its bounty on us and as we sheltered under another
handy tree by the main lawn, gazing at some quirkily lopsided yew topiary, it looked as if the
weather was setting in for the day. A little disappointedly, we decided to cut our losses although not financially, being National Trust members - and drove back to Crockerton Lodge.
If we're in the vicinity again, a further visit would be much enjoyed, especially since I've now
seen online reviews praising The Rose Garden Tearoom for its scones, cakes and desserts!
Forgotten item: I forgot my decent pen and am lumbered with a splodgy old biro 
Wednesday 13th September
The first storm of the season blew in strongly last night, depositing large amounts of rain. By
breakfast time, however, the weather was looking more promising although wind and rain
showers were apparently likely. We decided another cathedral visit was a good move and
drove towards Salisbury, with Alan making an on-the-spot decision to use the Park and Ride.
Apart from initial uncertainty about where to park the car and catch the Park and Ride bus, we
enjoyed a pleasant journey into the centre. Salisbury seemed to be a large, thriving city and
worthy of a visit for its own sake, but our objective was the cathedral and so we headed that
way - since cathedrals are generally very hard to miss. We happened to pass a Costa Coffee,
so naturally popped inside to sample their cappuccinos at a very pleasant window seat for two.
The sky was pretty much blue as we arrived inside the cathedral grounds, although the wind
was still gusty. There were quite a few people around, although it wasn't exactly crowded,
which is always good news. The outside of the cathedral was ornate in a really rather attractive
way, with 79 statues on the west front, although only seven of them are from the 14 th century.
Once again, there was no entrance fee as such, but a requested donation of specified amounts
- £6.50 for seniors, which I have no problem with at all, seeing cathedrals have to look after
themselves these days. We were offered a guided tour, but opted to walk around by ourselves
with our trusty cameras. As I often think with so many places, we really need one visit to
follow guided tours and the like, followed by another visit to focus on photography. I enjoyed
writing that. Happily, there's much historical detail on the internet that I learn retrospectively.
My first impression of this cathedral was that it was dark, although the nave leading up to the
high altar is rather tall and narrow, which naturally would create this effect. The main body of
the cathedral was completed in only 38 years from 1220 to 1258, which is undeniably
impressive. King Henry III helped out by donating trees from Wiltshire estates and also from
Ireland, for essentials such as roof timbers and doors, while marble from Purbeck quarry was
gifted, as well as many financial donations.
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As our exploration began, the first item to catch my eye was the extraordinary font. It was a
modern addition to an ancient building and it worked, in both senses of the word. Designed by
water sculptor William Pye, it was installed in 2008 and seemed to command everyone's
attention on sight. From a square base clad in Purbeck stone, the cruciform shaped bronze font
was filled to the brim with water, which flowed continuously from spouts at each of its four
corners and disappeared into bronze gratings on the ground. Simply astonishing.
The still surface of the water allowed the nearby stained glass windows to be almost perfectly
reflected. However, with a 3 metre/10 feet span and mesmerised people milling around it
almost constantly, I failed to take a good enough photo. Alan, on the other hand, was finally
rewarded for waiting patiently (and a soupçon impatiently, truth be told) for a break in the
admiring tourists. Incidentally, an old alabaster font once in the same position was rescued
from becoming a 19th century garden ornament and taken to Adelaide in South Australia.

Cathedral colour

Our wandering amid the tombs, arches, ceilings and chapels continued peacefully. One chapel
was set aside for the healing of memories, so we lit a candle for the healing of family
memories - it seemed a good thing to do. There was much to gaze at in awe and fascination,
including an exhibition of textile art named Threads Through Revelation. Fourteen huge
embroideries could be found in various settings, adding colour and mystery. Like the font, the
mix of modern and ancient was sensitively achieved and felt strangely hopeful for the future.
We'd saved one of the most famous assets of Salisbury Cathedral until near the end - a visit to
the chapter house to see a copy of the Magna Carta. The chapter house itself was octagonal
with a slender central pillar, colourful arched windows letting in lots of light and a decorative,
medieval frieze of biblical scenes above the stalls around the walls. I can find no other way of
avoiding that unintentional rhyme.
There was an interactive exhibition about various aspects concerning the Magna Carta in
relation to the cathedral, its history and its legacy of justice and freedom. I must confess,
though, that I was far more interested in seeing what is considered to be the best preserved
copy of only four remaining originals of the incredible historical document, signed by King John
at Runnymede in 1215 and regarded as the foundation of constitutional law in England.
It was housed in a kind of tent with openings on two sides that were guarded by cathedral
volunteers, one opening used as an entrance and the other an exit, no doubt for expedience in
times of numerous tourists. Only a few people were waiting when we joined a small queue and
we were soon inside the holy of holies, gazing upon parchment filled with small, neat,
beautifully formed Latin words. I know very little Latin and could only stand and stare in awe.
It was 12:45 when we left the chapter house and time to head to the refectory with its glass
roof allowing views of the tallest spire in the country at 123 metres/404 feet. We could have
taken a tour to view the interior of the hollow spire with its ancient wood scaffolding, but I was
more entranced with the fact that we could eat lunch at a table in the cloisters, outside the
refectory. Who would sit inside when you could sit outside and have lunch in the cloisters!
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It was a much enjoyed panini lunch accompanied by some delicious home-made lemonade,
while looking out through the revered cloisters and watching the sky change from mainly blue
to mainly white and grey. I even found myself reminiscing for a moment or two at the
similarity to the quadrangles at my old school, Devonport High School for Girls - but it passed.
So had the time and since the sky was looking unreliable, we decided to wend our way back to
the Park and Ride, saving a visit to nearby Old Sarum for the following day (weather
permitting). On leaving the cathedral, the ground was a little wet in places and the forecast
was for later rain, but as we headed back towards Crockerton, the sky was blue again.
However, there was a significant rain shower later. The weather this week has been erratic,
temperamental, unpredictable, wayward - take your pick!
Forgotten item: I forgot my bus pass and had to pay £3 for the Park and Ride - gulp.
Thursday 14th September
The night was cool in the climatic sense and we awoke to a fairly cloudy sky with various
shades of grey interspersed with timid bands of blue. Old Sarum was beckoning as the
alluringly historical forerunner of Salisbury Cathedral, so we retraced our drive of yesterday
(without the help of the Sat Nav, which refused to acknowledge our destination at all) and took
about 40 minutes to arrive at the English Heritage site.
I don't deny it, I was quite excited to visit such an important location. It's thought that an Iron
Age hill fort had been established in about 400 BC and around 43 AD after the Roman
invasion, it became known as Sorviodunum. Little is known of this period and the Anglo-Saxon
era was generally poorly recorded, although archaeological finds suggest occupation during the
10th century, as well as the existence of a mint. The coin kind, obviously.
The site was seized by the Normans shortly after their 1066 invasion, when an earth and
timber motte and bailey fortification created a secure base from which to mount military
operations. The castle also became the administrative centre of Wiltshire. A stone keep was
built in the early 12th century and granted to Bishop Roger of Sarum, who built a cathedral
located within the perimeter of the former hill fort. When Roger died in 1139, the castle passed
back to King Henry II, who rebuilt it substantially enough to keep his wife, Eleanor of
Acquitaine, under house arrest there, for inciting her sons to rebel against him. I read a
historical novel about Eleanor of Acquitaine once and suddenly I feel the need to read more...
After Bishop Roger, Bishop Jocelyn added to the cathedral, but dissatisfaction with the site
caused it to be moved to its present position in Salisbury (New Sarum) in the 1220s. The
abandonment of Old Sarum had a knock-on effect on the castle, which was sold as scrap by
King Henry VIII in 1514. However, Old Sarum lived on as a 'rotten borough' that continued to
elect members of Parliament until 1832 - a rotten borough being one that was entitled to elect
an MP despite having hardly any voters, with the choice of MP often in the hands of one person
or family. Surely there was no such corruption? Surely the word 'rotten' can't be used in the
same sentence as 'member of parliament'?

Old Sarum
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The name of Sarum seems to have been an inaccurate extension of 'Sa' which stood for the
'Sarisburie' that appeared in the Domesday Book, or similar adaptations of the name. The
longer name was first abbreviated as 'Sar', but confusion reigned and it became known as
Sarum at some point in the 13th century. The addition of 'Old' was logically used to distinguish
it from New Sarum, which was actually the formal name of Salisbury until 2009. Fascinating!
Less fascinating was the humdrum car park with its toilets and dog walkers, plus the definite
nip in the air as we briskly walked across a sturdy wooden bridge above a dry moat to pay
(£4.30 each concession rate) for access to the castle. Without crossing the bridge, free access
to the hill fort and the footprint of the original cathedral was available, with open views of the
surrounding countryside. It was clearly the destination of the dog walkers.
Meanwhile, we opportunely took advantage of the coffee machine in the small shop and took a
steaming hot takeaway cappuccino each out into the crisp, morning air, sipping it slowly whilst
drinking in the atmosphere of the historical remains. Sadly, there was no audio guide and as
we started to wander around the different areas, it became evident that some of the
information boards were in dire need of replacement - some of them were cracked, weatherworn and very difficult to read. I found it hard to credit at such an important place.
As it was, the very historical significance of the site made it worth visiting, as well as its outlay
and position, with the spire of Salisbury Cathedral visible from the ramparts. The wind was a
little gusty at times and some of the clouds were tending to veer towards grey, but we had a
decent exploration, of both the old castle and then the site of the first cathedral. We finished
the morning with a part-walk around the ramparts, trying to identify some wildflowers.
Back at the car, we discovered a slight hitch in the day's plans, in that our packed lunch had
somehow been left behind. However, Plan B was perfectly amenable and so we drove back to
Crockerton Lodge for lunch and a handy check of the afternoon's visit on Alan's laptop. What a
different connotation a lap top had, not all that many years ago!
We were soon on a half-hour drive to another English Heritage site, on a road that turned out
to be quite surprising. Heaven knows where we were, but we passed under a stone archway as
if we'd taken a wrong turning onto a private estate and then found ourselves on a single track
road that seemed to go on for miles (again, as if we'd taken a wrong turning).
It obviously wasn't wrong, as we arrived at the correct car park - but on leaving the car, we
definitely took a wrong turning and almost ended up in somebody's back yard. The clothes
drying on an airer and a sign saying there was no access to Old Wardour Castle gave it away.
However, retracing our steps to the car park and heading in the other direction soon took us to
the small shop where we paid £4.50 each and were given an audio tour guide each - yay!
The sun was making a determined effort to shine as we made our way to the remains of the
late 14th century lightly fortified luxury dwelling, while I tried not to keep saying "Morrdorrr" as
in J R R Tolkein's Middle-earth. The audio guide distracted me, though, it made good listening.

Warrdourrr!
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The building had been inspired by hexagonal castles fashionable on the Continent, but its
design was unique in Britain, along with its inclusion of several self-contained guest suites. It
was decidedly chilly once we entered, but as the audio tour progressed to various rooms and
ultimately took us up to the top floor, it was easy to imagine John, the fifth Baron Lovell,
lording it over his guests and impressing them with masses of food and lavish entertainment.
The Lovell family supported the Lancastrian (red rose) side during the Wars of the Roses,
which led to the castle being confiscated and eventually bought by Sir Thomas Arundell in
1544. The Arundells were a renowned Cornish family at the time and their name sounded
familiar. Having the renowned Vivian Cornish family in my ancestry, I'm almost certain an
Arundell married a Vivian way back. It's a small world, especially when you research ancestry!
Unfortunately, Sir Thomas was executed for treason in 1552 and Wardour Castle confiscated,
although it was bought back by his son Sir Matthew Arundell in 1570 and managed to stay in
the family for a while. During the Civil War (1642-1651), the Catholic Arundells were Royalists
and when Thomas 2nd Baron Arundell was away on the king's business, he left his wife Blanche
to defend Wardour Castle with a garrison of 25 trained fighting men. Poor woman!
On 2nd May 1643, Sir Edward Hungerford (of Farleigh Hungerford Castle no less) arrived with
1,300 men of the Parliamentarian army and demanded admittance to search for Royalists.
Feisty Lady Arundell refused, whereupon Sir Edward laid siege with guns and mines, but five
days later, poor Old Wardour was threatened with complete destruction and was surrendered.
Meanwhile, Thomas 2nd Baron Arundell was mortally wounded in the Battle of Stratton on 16 th
May 1643. A Parliamentary garrison was occupying his castle, but in March 1644, Thomas's
son, Henry 3rd Lord Arundell, laid siege to his own castle. He managed to blow up much of it,
but succeeded in causing the garrison to surrender. The family slowly recovered power and
eventually built New Wardour Castle nearby, which was completed in 1776.
I liked the fact that Old Wardour Castle featured in Kevin Costner's 1991 film Robin Hood:
Prince of Thieves, as I did once love a bit of Kevin Costner. Moving swiftly on, we dutifully
followed the audio guide and after finishing at the castle with its extensive views from the top,
explored the grounds and the grotto. The sun was still out, but often hiding behind clouds.
I was tired by the time we arrived back at Crockerton Lodge for our last relaxed evening, but
packing seemed quite painless. It's been a really clean, warm and comfortable place to stay, if
you discount the leather chair I keep slipping down in and the dodgy feather duvet, of course!
Forgotten item: Our packed lunch, obviously...
Friday 15th September
I slept OK, although woke up once feeling uncomfortably hot. The bedroom heating was off, so
clearly it was the feather duvet and nothing at all to do with me. The weather was amenable to
a visit on our way home and by 10:30 we'd arrived at Lytes Cary Manor in Somerset.

Distinctive topiary at Lytes Cary Manor
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It was another National Trust property in the form of a medieval manor house with chapel and
gardens, with some parts dating to the 14th century and others to the 15th, 16th, 18th and 20th
centuries. From what we saw, though, everything blended extremely well amid a gentle
surrounding landscape. It had once been the property of the Elizabethan herbalist Henry Lyte.
The Lyte family lived at the manor, named both after them and the nearby River Cary, for over
four centuries until it was sold in 1755. It gradually fell into disrepair with successive tenants,
but in 1907, Sir Walter Jenner, physician to Queen Victoria, bought the property. He set about
restoration, although left the historic centre of the building mostly untouched.
We'd actually arrived 15 minutes or so before opening, so had time to wander around and take
a few photos of the striking topiary in peace. We then headed straight to the small tea-room
for cappuccino purposes and although the first there, others soon arrived. The tea-room had
once been an old school-room, although there was seating outside in the courtyard.
The gardens were calling however, so we were soon exploring different sections that were
separated from each other by neatly clipped box and yew hedges. The original 17 th century
gardens had sadly disappeared, but it was clear that a lot of knowledge, effort and love had
gone into the landscaping of the current settings. The orchard was particularly impressive, as
we wandered along marvelling at the different fruits and wondering what some of them were possibly crab apples, quinces and medlars.
One area of the garden was roped off to allow worn grass to recover, but there was plenty to
see, including a croquet lawn and bright flower borders. Alan and I mislaid each other for a
while as we were wandering around taking photos, but we managed to converge after ten
minutes or so. It was no problem, as the weather was fair and the flowers were delightful...

Very much an English manor house and garden

Our morning meander came to a reluctant end when we decided it was time to go back to the
car for our packed lunch, before investigating the house. There was a warm welcome as we
arrived at the manor après lunch - literally, as I was somewhat surprised to see a hearty open
fire crackling away in the parlour on such a fine September day. The last owner, Sir Walter
Jenner, had died widowed and childless and left the property to the National Trust in 1948.
The self-guided tour didn't take too long and there was much of interest to see, including 17th
and 18th century oak furniture, antique tapestries and period paintings. There were also more
unusual artefacts, such as decorative pottery, figurines, glassware, chairs and mirrors. What
seemed a little odd was that Sir Walter Jenner rarely communicated with his servants except
by handwritten note - would he have been a fan of current day texting?
Our last port of call was to the chapel, which had been completed in 1348 and therefore
predated the existing house. Originally functioning as a chantry chapel for saying masses for
the family, it was renovated in 1631 by Thomas Lyte. Much later, Sir Walter Jenner added
stained glass in 1912. It was a calm, pleasant place and very much in harmony with the
garden - but sadly time was pressing on and the journey home was on our minds.
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As we walked back to the car past a barn and other outbuildings, I felt as if we hadn't exactly
fully appreciated the place. I would be very happy to visit again, perhaps in the springtime or
in summer, to see the gardens in full flow and also to walk along the River Cary and generally
explore further around the estate.
It had been both a relaxing and quite a full-on eight days, during which we managed to fit in
eleven visits - four National Trust, four English Heritage and three other. It definitely helped
that the accommodation was very good and I'd be more than happy to have another Wiltshire
holiday, perhaps a little further north, to investigate more of England's history and gardens.
Also next time, it might be advisable to pay more attention to packing what we need!
Forgotten item: Nothing! Finally cracked it!

Lunch in the cloisters

Plane spotter
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