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FORTHCOMING
ACTIVITIES

24 September
The Defence of
Worcester – a talk on
life in Worcestershire
during WW2, by Mike
Wilkes.

26 September
2nd Dowsing Day with
Peter Ewence. 10am -
12 and 2-4pm. Village
Hall car park.

1 October
AGM

19 November
Rocks, Rivers, Fields
and Forests – the story
of the Malvern
landscape by Med
Snookes.

21 January 2005
The Malvern Chase –
a new history of the
chase in Malvern by
Pamela Hurle.

18 March 2005
Worcestershire’s
Working Countryside –
a talk on 100 years of
agriculture, 1850-1950,
by Robin Hill.

THE RISE AND FALL OF

HAM COURT

The agricultural depression of the
late 19th/early 20th century marked
the beginning of the end for many
English country houses that
depended on agricultural rents for
their survival. One of them was Ham
Court, near Upton, whose story
Simon Wilkinson,   former chairman
of Upton Civic Society, vividly
brought to life before an open
meeting of the Hanley Castle WI. 

Ham Court was built in the 1770s
for John Martin, a member of the
Martin's Bank family, who had
become lord of the manor of Upton on
his marriage to Judith, daughter of
William Bromley, whose ancestor
Thomas Bromley had bought the
manor in 1593. But the original manor
house (opposite the roundabout at the
end of the bridge) had been neglected
and was not considered a suitable
home for a fashionable country
gentleman. Martin hired the architect
Anthony Keck to build him a new
house on high ground out of town
overlooking the Severn.

Over a period of 20 years, Martin
added to his estate by buying up
farms around the house. He was a
generous employer and on his death
in 1794 his seven servants each
received two years wages. Judith
remarried two years later, but made
sure her new husband, Thomas
Bland, did not acquire any of her
property by drawing up an inventory
of everything in the house, down to
the last broken mirror. 

When Judith died childless in 1809,
the estate passed to her first husband's
nephew, Rev. Joseph Martin and, in
1828, to his son, Major John Martin.
Letters record Major John's attempt to
marry into the nobility, but "he was
batting out of his league", as Simon
Wilkinson observed, and remained a
bachelor, letting out Ham Court and

living in a more modest house
(opposite the pub now known as the
Drum & Monkey). He continued to
live comfortably off the rents from the
estate and presented the land on
which Hook church was built, as well
as contributing half the cost of
construction.

Major John was succeeded in 1873 by
his nephew, George  Martin, a banker
who could afford to refurbish Ham
Court, adding a substantial new drive
and a sunken garden. However, this
marked the high point of the estate for
in the 1880s agriculture began to
decline, reducing rents, added to which
George found the cost of educating his
six children and running a household
that required some 15 servants a
considerable drain on his finances. 

By the time he died in 1905, death
duties had been introduced, leaving
his son, Eliot Martin, little choice but
to start selling off parts of the estate.
But three houses fetched less than
half what they had cost a century
earlier and he was forced to let Ham
Court. Income continued to dwindle
and in 1914, the worst possible time,
two months after the outbreak of
World War I, Eliot put the whole
estate divided into lots on the  market.
Many of the properties failed to find a
buyer and £6000 had to be spent
making Ham Court habitable. 

The 1920s found the family still in
desperate straits, selling off their
pictures and silver for a mere £3000.
Attempts to sell the house failed and in
1926 the fixtures and fittings were sold
piece by piece – 50 staircase treads
£30, library fireplace £84 – and the
carcass of the house for demolition.
Only the servants’ wing survived,
bought by a Mrs Bedford, who restored
it as it is today. 

A sad end to a once fine house, but
a scene that was to be repeated all
over the  country as hundreds of large
uneconomic houses were torn down
during the first half of the 20th
century.
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hands whenever I crossed some
feature below ground. Clearly
for me the wooden stick was
far more sensitive.

Peter then asked us to find the
cottages he had previously
identified as having existed on
the sports field, probably in
medieval times. Within the next
hour the whole of the sports field
had been mapped out with
pieces of ripped sheets and other
fabric. These marked not only
the cottages that Peter had
wanted us to identify but also a
roadway/ drive, further cottages
and buildings and an orchard.

St. Mary's
After lunch we moved to a
grassed field behind St. Mary's.
The task for the following two
hours was to find a barn, some
cottages and a roadway
(possibly the predecessor of
Roberts End). On a glorious
sunny, hot day the group set
about their task with
enthusiasm buoyed up by their
success in the morning.

It was not long before the field
was a sea of strips of fabric.
There were squares,  rectangles
and circles. There were long
straight lines. But which marked
the barn, the  cottages and other
out-buildings; which were wells,
trees, roads or walls? Peter
helped with the interpretation.
We identified the barn, a yard
with a large gateway, several
cottages and the road. We noted
the difference between a tree and
a well.

Everyone can do it!

The first Society Dowsing Day
School took place on June 6
under Peter Ewence's direction.
Peter's opening remarks were
that a very high percentage
would be able to identify
changes under the ground using
dowsing. However, there was
much scepticism shown by the
attendees.

After 4 hours of tuition,
guidance and practical
exercises, one can only say that
the day was a great success and
absolutely everyone was able
to get reactions from their
dowsing rods and sticks.

All those who initially had
expressed an interest in the
course received an invitation to
attend from Peter. With it came
an instruction sheet on how to
make a dowsing rod either
from wire or from branches of
a suitable shrub or tree. Most of
the attendees turned up with a
version made from a metal coat
hanger or fencing wire, or
bought, at no great expense,
from a National Trust shop. 

Peter showed us how to hold
the rods and gave us various
other relevant information. But
quite quickly we went on to our
first exercise. Peter had placed
a number of objects on the
ground of the sports field next
to the village hall. We walked
over these objects to identify
whether we got reactions from
our rods or not. At this stage
there were varying degrees of
success and Peter spent some
time giving guidance and
adjusting the way people were
holding the rods.

Dowsing Stick
After only an hour Peter felt
that it was time to move on and
introduced everyone to the
wooden dowsing sticks that he
had made. These needed a
different technique and it took
a while to get used to the
delicate way they are held in
the hands. Also critical was
putting a little tension in the
stick, but without breaking it.

After getting accustomed to
the way the sticks were held, I
was amazed when the stick
started jumping out of my

In the end we added to Peter's
existing knowledge of the field
with additional cottages and
wells. These were added to the
map Peter is keeping to try and
put together a view of what
Hanley Swan used to be like
long ago. We also identified a
future project connected to a
moat found in an adjacent field.

Conclusion
This was a very successful day
with the attendees being
enthused by their abilities with
the dowsing rods and sticks.
Some preferred metal and
others wood. All were able to
contribute to the surveys.
Interpretation was more tricky
and largely comes with
experience. However, useful
pointers were given to move us
along the path.

The Society now has a
dowsing group capable, with
Peter's help, of surveying large
areas. It is intended that every
year we will select a few fields
to survey and then map the
findings and keep them in our
archive. We shall build up a
much larger picture of the
history of the area over the next
few years.

Why don't you join the
group? Get qualified by
attending the next or a
subsequent day school.

The next day school is on 26
September. Contact Peter on
561702 to book a place.

Ian Bowles

PUZZLE

This medieval encaustic
tile was found in a garden
close to St Mary’s Church
and is possibly from the
church floor.  

Question: What does
the design represent – a
coat of arms, a wreath, a
white rose? Is it one of a
group of four?

Answers by letter please
to:
Peter Ewence, 
21 Grundys Lane,
Malvern Wells WR14
4HS.


