Old Town
that never

VidOI'Iaﬂ engmeer"s here 15 no chance that Richard and Jon In 1872, Swindon solicitor James

Lay's beautiful Tunnel House in Hunt  Copleston Townsend got the ball rolling on

S'tai*t{i‘d d]ggl ng an Street wall ship down the hill - they 've anew north-south rilway that would

mide preiy sure of (hat extend the expstng Marlborough branch

~JI" 1 Bui a of landslips in 1982 saw line to Swindon, continuing s hawards Lo
runder ,,:].r ou ni(j |P|r1 k| back o % in Hunt Street slide - Andover to connect with the London and
- wiooded 1ol Oueen' South W Railwoy
rom Queen S Falc In May of the follow ar, further Fhe obvious and casiest route for the
tD O|d TDWI'-'I N I 89 6 slips put Victara Road er threat, and new hine would have been aeross fuliirel

the entire road was seul i1, With an land wt The Lown and [reest the ald Hioly

FRAN CES BEVAN indtial £2million estimate to hal the slide, Food churchyard. ..
Jste the couple who [ AT A
I bL““. d dream hD me . o Turne ! t I“.IIT-III:.:FI|I'wl.:.lllll:l.ll.,'lllll.‘ came up with o cunning
e e o [T B

the Swindon, Marlborough and Andover proposed route would 1

ha\fe been a T.UHHEI Railway to tunnel beneath Old Town
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Prospect Place, Devizes Road and
Newport Street, with o station built at the
lower end of Butl's Field.

Orriginally called the Swindon,
Marlborough and Andover Raillway, 1t was
absorbed imo the Midland and South
Western Junction Bailway, which nself
eventually became part of the GWE.

Fhe proposed tunmel was deemed “o
costly blunder™ even before work began,
bt o substantial catting was made through
Cheen’s Park. ready Tor tunnelling 1o begin
at its head,

The ranfway s first ceremonial sod was
cut on July 28, 1875, in Cold Harbour
Moeadow, Marlborough, by Lord Bruce,
chairman of the new railway company.
And it was Tull stewm abead - umil the
excavators hit Swindon Hill

Phe origmal contractor William Wrighi
guickly handed over the job of digging
through the twisted bands of Portland
stone to Mr Young of Leicestershire, and
work began on the wnnel on Octaber 13,
[RTS. A Targe crovwd turmed up 1o wateh
Mr E Sheppard, Endlord at the Goddard
Arms, remove the first shovelful of soil,
and by lunchiime o considerable hole bhad
been dug.

But then things started 1o go wrong.

e minnel kept flooding and the
workings collapsed. and eventually My
Young handed the project back 10 William
Wright — and presumably went home 1o
Leicestershire,

Work came to n standstill in December,
and with no-one else prepared 1o ke on
the project, the ratlway compuany was
forecd to proceed with the work themselves

A year after work had begun on the
twnnel, the company had to admit defent
and the site was obandoned, with o new
ronie found around the western slopes of
the hill at Rushey Plan

hecordimg 1o one hastoran, the
collapsed workings remained exposed for
around 30 vears.

However, building work on Hunt Streer
hegan less than 20 vears after the failed
tunnel project, By 1894 James Hinton had
built two properties, a stable and o couch
howse on o road constructed over the old
e lway tunnel cutting, and was later
namied after Willinm Hunt, a foreman in
the GWR Works,

By 1999, the plot attached 1o 3 Hont
Street was part garden and part builder's
vard, with o few lock-up garages and
even - ot the bottom of the garden
full of sheep.

Richard Lay bought this unpromising,
problematic parcel of land and spent 17
manths waiting for Swindon Horough
Council to grant him planning permission.

i shed

= fap: Tuannel house,
i Left: Richard cnd San Lav
with the ofock fover and
{fnser) its plague. Befow; a
ErEN Necrion showing how
the house is supporied
fMap and drawing
courtesy af Richard Lav

Wark on the house began in April 2001
with the sinking of 27 [ Bm-long piles and
0m of backfill.

Just eight months fter, Richard and his
wile Jan moved in

Foday the former tuanel entrance site
has been transformed into a magnificent
home with sweeping gardens enscading
down 1o the Queen’s Park boundary, and
the gorden is visited by foxes and o family
at |1 badgers,

The Lays are liereely proud of
Swindon's heritage in general and their
sl piece of it in particular, $o hiave

created three tributes to the ambitious
Victorians who would have given Swindon
its railway tunnel

They named their magnificent home
Tunnel House and in 2003 marked the
|"ll|-‘r!||.‘il1ll '.i|\||l|; uL‘iginni 1.'I||ti||;._: Wy il:||. i -.'|||1,'|-.,
towwer, complete with memaorial pligue

There is also o website that tells the
story of the house and some fascinating
details about the tunnel project. See
www. tunnelhouse.couk

S0 do Richard and Jan have any concems
about any future landslips? Not at all

Tedr home 15 o5 safe os houses!

Opposite: o map from (896 showing how the cutténg had already been made theongh Queen s Park. Tinnelling bogan from the ead
of this cwtinge, The rowie of what was e be Hane Seeeet and the cirrent location of Tweed Honse are superimposed in vellow,
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