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Wells & Mendip Museum – a biography 
 
Wells and Mendip Museum buildiing was Grade II listed in 1953 with a history dating back possibly over 800 
years. It is situated overlooking Wells Cathedral between the crenellated Music school to the east and Old 
Deanery to the west. Similar to the E shape plan of Elizabethan style, the building’s central section has two 
floors and the wings have three floors in which a number of Harry Potterish small staircases lead to slightly 
differing levels. This biography seeks to discover some of the previous occupants, looking for evidence of 
trends within Wells and specifically upon the fabric of the building we see today. 
 
Early Days 
 
Archaeological digs in the rear garden, (initiated by Christopher Hawkes, former Museum Curator, and 
Simon Almy, prior to new build over area in 2002), have raised some exciting finds and tantalising questions 
in the extensive fragmentary evidence. Dawson tells us that the row of houses was established in 1140 by 
Bishop Robert. Latterly it was assumed that there were always three properties here, however it is possible 
that the current Old Deanery grounds include the area of what was originally a fourth building (Fig 1). This 
sheds some doubt as to which properties earliest records refer.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig 1: Plan showing rear west wing 
extension demolished 2002, also 
the now lost plot ‘B’ (David 
Dawson) 
 

 
The oldest feature excavated was a wall portion incorporating a fragment of a carved head, possibly a label 
stop, of Romanesque style which may date from the 11th or early 12th century and thus predate the 13th 
century structures that dominate. The layout of the older wall fragments appear to indicate that the building 
was centred around a courtyard and almost entirely in today’s garden area. The garden wall has traces of 
lime plaster; the bottom layers of which date from the 12th century suggesting it was once an internal wall, 
the external wall faces the Music school. Beneath here an archaeological dig (1992-97) discovered a 
garderobe filled with pottery fragments, (Pit 6) dug to a depth of 4.25 metres. At the very bottom finds are 
contemporary with the waste of the cesspit, above this is backfill sealed by post-medieval deposits. In total 
there were 1,110 potsherds dating from late 13th century to early 14th century, with some earlier by 100 
years. At the bottom were an almost entire large cookpot and an unglazed jug, which served as a urinal (Fig 
2); this pot is a local copy of Ham Green ware dated around 1200. These datings suggest the pit may have 
been in use when Chancellor Richard de Kenilworth had tenure in 1236 and the wealth of pottery here 
attests to the high status of the occupants. 
 
  



 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig 2:Top - unglazed urinal 1200; Bottom - 14C jug made in           Fig 3: Late 13C jug from Saintonge, 
Redcliffe, Bristol (David Dawson PSANH)              South west France (David Dawson PSANH) 
 
A little is known about residents of the earliest days due to the surviving church records. The lack of clarity 
over the number of properties in the row has muddied the waters somewhat, however we can be certain that 
there was a canonical house controlled by the bishop here in 1242. In a 1360 charter, Bishop Ralph notes 
that the house had become ‘totally ruinous and unrepairable due to the neglect of [Canon Nicholas de] 
Coleshull and his successors’. Incidentally Bishop Ralph was also a keen builder responsible for the 
crenellation of walls around the cathedral churchyard, canons’ houses and his palace, the building of which 
was probably more to do with status than defence. Dean Carlton was approved a grant to demolish and 
rebuild on the plot though it is unclear whether the work was done.  
However, the date of Bishop Ralph’s charter does seem to coincide with the finds in the cesspit; rebuilding 
could have involved a certain amount of backfill to the pit. Perhaps the sherds found in Pit 6 were remains of 
pots used by Coleshull and his successors. Most of the glazed jugs found in the pit were made in Redcliffe, 
Bristol from 1325-50 and there was also a rather lovely hand painted polychrome jug from Saintonge, France 
with moulded face masks at the rim c. 1275-1300 (Figs 2 & 3). The medieval Redcliffe ware potsherds form 
the largest relatively intact group known. 
If Carlton did erect a property on the site, there is little evidence of it in the existing building. The earliest 
dates of the major part of the museum point to the Tudor period, there are, in the east wing roof however, too 
many timbers than required for roof support. The space appears to incorporate older, possibly medieval, roof 
timbers so there is now a preponderance of beams in the roof space, with the older timbers being used for 
support. Perhaps these timbers were part of an older building established by Carlton, or perhaps they are 
indeed Tudor (Figs 4 & 5). 
 

Figs. 4 & 5: Roof beams in east wing (Amanda Hazelwood) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
  



Chancellors and Canons 
 
Although never officially a Chancellor's house this name for the building was probably adopted in the 15th 
century when a number of Chancellors and Canons were resident. These may have included at one point 
during his 1466-1491 episcopate, the Bishop Bekynton who granted water from St Andrew's well in the 
Bishop’s Palace to the people of the city. The terms of the gift to citizens and burgesses of Wells was to 
“have and to hold for ever, of the bishop and his successors, one head for a water-conduit, with troughs, 
pipes and other necessary engines above and under ground, ...“. On the Sunday following 14th January 
annually, the anniversary of Bekynton’s death, the mayor and city council attend Evensong in the cathedral 
and flowers and a bowl of water are laid by Bishop Bekynton’s tomb in commemoration.  
Thomas Cornish, titular Bishop of Tinos was elected to residence in 1494 but he was granted tenancy 
elsewhere because, yet again less than 100 years later, the house was ‘broken down and ruinous and unfit 
for habitation’. It is, again, unclear as to whether this refers to Museum House or a property between it and 
the Old Deanery. Luckily though, Cornish was an influential property owner who rebuilt his own property as 
well as others in Wells and it does seem apparent from the Tudor roots of the museum that it could have 
been Cornish who first erected this building at the front of the plot. His focus of power was from 1486-1513 
so his mark of Tudor features would include the mullioned four-light window at the rear of the building en 
route to the east wing (Figs 6 & 7). The larger rods may have been added around 1826. There are signs of 
old shutters externally at the top of the window, later more modern 19th century recessed shutters were fitted 
inside. 
 

  
 

Figs. 6 & 7: Tudor window at rear of building; external and internal 
 
 
The first floor Geology and Victorian Sampler rooms appear to evidence the oldest features. Both have 
stepped entryways and the Geology room has noticeably low doorway and ceiling. The Sampler Room 
features oak flooring with unusually wide beams and rather lovely dovetail joints displaying extensive wear; 
these could be part of the Tudor house, or perhaps the timbers had been re-used from the original building 
(Figs 8 & 9). 
 

  
Figs. 8 & 9 Victorian Sampler Room Floor and Joints (Amanda Hazelwood) 

 
  



Merchants and mansion 
 

 There is a gap in evidence of serious improvements to 
the house as occupants settled into their lives in the 
16th and 17th centuries. Wells became wealthier and 
merchants gained higher status reflected in a 
noticeable change of tenancy of Chancellor’s House 
away from church officials and, as the house was now 
predominantly in ‘lay’ hands, official records of 
tenancies were few. We know, through Claver Morris’ 
diary, that the last Chancellor to occupy the premises 
was William Hughes from 1688; he died in 1715. At the 
start of the 17th century William Morgan a woollen 
draper from Woolminster lived there. It does seem that 
the citizens paid attention to the property however, as 
there are a number of features stemming from this 
period in windows, their fittings and additional rooms. 
This can be seen for example in the Reception shutters 
where probably 17th century decorative 8-hole hinges 
are used alongside plainer 10-hole H-hinge fittings of 
the 19th century (Figs 10 & 11). 

 
Figs. 10 & 11 Ornate hinges possibly 17C and 
H-hinges from 19th century (Amanda Hazelwood) 
 
 
 
It was in the 18th century that home 
improvements really began to take off. Peter 
Davis, a recorder of Wells, was responsible 
for Georgianising the building. Much of this 
work was completed around 1740. After 
Davis’ death in 1745 the house passed to 
his great nephew Peter Sherston, a clothier, 
who continued the work. Improvements 
included installing Palladian sash windows 
to the centre 1st floor front and replacing the 
newel, (spiral), staircase with today’s grand 
staircase and balcony, whilst possibly 
extending the building to fit (Fig 12). At this 
time a number of windows were blocked, 
presumably to reduce the tax burden. The 
service rooms, the wine cellar and buttery 
with its classic curved ceiling (now the 
caving exhibition) and the room which is 
now the Balch display room were all 
installed by Davis. During Balch’s use of the 
building he stored his caving equipment in 
the area. What is now the Balch Room was 
originally the dining room, with discreet 
access for servants to the wine cellar and 
buttery possibly attained by a wall that has 
since been removed. The wine cellar 
included a wooden spice cupboard traced 
with sun patterning, which is currently in 
storage (Fig 14).  
 
 
 

Fig 12: View of Museum staircase, balcony and extended rear 
wing installed by Davis 1740 

 
 



 
By 1770 the house had been renamed Mansion House and retained the name until at least 1816.  
In the early 19th century the house changed hands without much noticeable structural change until it was 
passed to Joseph Lovell in 1817, a solicitor with a wife and four children. Whilst here he and his family 
discarded much of interest. Pottery 'sherds found on the west side of the garden probably relate to this 
period; including some east Somerset earthenware from the late 18th to early 19th  
 

 
Fig 13: 18/19 century Chinese export ware (David Dawson) 

 
century as well as the largest collection excavated in the south west to date of Chinese export ware from the 
period (Fig 13), a 17th century pipe collection and selection of glassware. The local earthenwares are an 
important find regionally as the volume and completeness excels finds both at Exeter and Bristol. The 
collection is ‘key to understanding west country coarse wares’ and differing characteristics of ceramics 
across the country (Almy and Hawkes, 1997, p28). The pipes include at least fifteen rare nationally and 
unique to Somerset, that are reconstructed and complete. ‘An invaluable find for comparing mould forms and 
updating typology’ locally and nationally, the makers are widespread and some previously unknown (Almy 
and Hawkes, 1997, p28). The glassware is also nationally important, Wells is a highly esteemed site for 
glassware and ‘no other English site has produced such a long run of glasses with such a detailed context’ 
(Almy and Hawkes, 1997, p28). 
 
Lovell embarked upon Gothicising the building; he 
installed the Balch Room fireplace in 1826 as well as 
recessing shutters throughout. He shortened the length 
of the east wing in 1828, perhaps to bring it in line with 
the west wing. A stone in the pavement to the front of the 
east wing marks where the building once reached and 
the year it was altered.  
 

‘Foundation of the Front of the East 
Wing of the House as it stood 
before it was thrown back by 
J L Lovell in the year 1828’ 

 
 
Fig 14: Spice cupboard originally in the wine cellar 
(Amanda Hazelwood)  
 



  
 
Fig 15 & 16: Drawing room with curtains; Drawing room west facing window with view of Old Deanery 
 
Evidence of east wing alterations can be seen through scratch marks on the floor in the Library where a door 
once stood and unstained floor patches. The west wing was reconstructed by Lovell also in 1828; widened, 
extending towards the railings to the west (Fig 1). What is now the Exhibition room was created as the 
double drawing room that we can still see today with curtains from the period remaining in place (Fig15). The 
rear of the building was shortened and lowered around 1846; this was recorded on the coalhouse door which 
was itself demolished during construction of the lecture theatre in 2002. By 1857 walls for the kitchen and 

privies were built with lawn laid over the cobbled drive. 
 
During the digs of 1992-97 a cobbled hauling way was 
uncovered dated to around 18th century, which remains open 
for visitors to see and for use as access to the Museum 
conservation and archive buildings. Beneath the cobbles 
were a latrine pit and a water tank of 17,000 litre capacity, 
which serviced the wash room pump (Fig 17).  
 
Schools 
It was Edwin Lovell who granted the house in 1876 to Revd. 
Edward Leighton Elwes, Vice Principal of Wells Theological 
College, which, anecdotally, may have prevented it from 
becoming a Roman Catholic convent. And so started a period 
of residents who were educators, variously from the 
Theological College or from the Cathedral Grammar School. 
At times it was used as a boarding house, perhaps for 
students of the schools. It was also around this time that the 
building began to be referred to as the School House. Little is 
known of alterations to the property in this period, though it 
was probably in the late 19th century that a bench mark was 
placed on the east side gate post facing the Music College 
and in 1927 the northern part of the garden plot, to North 
Liberty, was sold.  

Fig 17: Cobbled driveway with Lecture Hall 
to left and Wells Archives at rear  



Museum, Education and Conservation 
 
In 1931 the building was purchased from the Trustees of 
Wells Theological College as a Wyndham Museum for 
£1,275 and was then gifted to Wells Museum by William 
Wyndham (Fig 18). H E Balch was named as founder and 
honorary curator in which post he remained for sixty years. 
Wyndham was greatly influential and encouraging of 
historical and antiquarian research. He also founded the 
Somerset County Record Office and Museum, built 
Wyndham Hall in Taunton for use by the Somerset 
Archaeological and Natural History Society and founded 
the Museum of South Somerset in Yeovil, which closed in 
2011. 
Very few changes to the fabric of the building were made 
during either the Theological College or Balch’s periods of 
occupancy. Change related more to usage and it is now 
that the building becomes known as Museum House. 
Balch’s ‘boyish collection of fossils’ (Balch, 1943), had 
been housed since 1893 in the 15th century school room 
above the west cloister of Wells Cathedral. The collection 
was moved to Museum House in 1932. Soon after, during 
WWII, London evacuees would attend up to three classes 
a day in the dining room; some were boarded in the maid’s 
rooms of the east wing. By 1943 Balch says that  

Fig 18: William IV Wyndham (1868-1951),   accommodation for nearly 4,000 elementary school  
portrait by British School, collection of the  children had been provided. 
Museum of South Somerset, donated by the 
Sitter and founder (Public Domain) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Fig 19: Evacuees leave for the countryside during the second world war. (Popperfoto/Getty Images) 
 
In 1949 Balch moved the Hokerstone from the golf course on Tor Hill east of Wells to the Museum front 
garden (Fig 22). A full account of research on this stone can be found on the museum web site. It was 
Balch’s infectious enthusiasm for natural history, archaeology, geology and caving, inspired by the Mendips 
that has a plethora of all these, that enabled the museum to grow with the strong following that it has today. 
The museum reception still receives visitors who relate how Balch inspired their life paths, talking to them as 
children who popped in after school to look through his natural history exhibits. 

 
 
 
 



Modern Times 
Balch attained full life membership of the Museum’s 
Association during WWII to ensure the museum’s future and 
in 1987 management was taken over by a Somerset 
Museums officer on behalf of the Trustees and a full time 
member of staff appointed. Prince Charles became president 
of an appeal fund for the museum in 1991 raising one third of 
the amount in six months. He visited in 1992 to look at plans 
and again in 1995 to open the display of Wells Cathedral 
statuary. Money raised enabled building to start on extra 
space for conservation and education activities. 
In 1994 Fire Door escape routes were built into either end of 
the building and installation of a side door giving direct 
access to the Lecture Hall. Temperature control zones were 
installed to protect museum displays and ventilation and heat 
recovery was incorporated into the heating system. The 
Lecture Hall accommodating up to 100 people, Conservation 
area and Wells City Archive building were completed in the 
garden beyond the west wing and opened by Mick Aston of 
Time Team in 2002. The hall has a purpose built kitchen with 
disabled access for as much of the ground floor as possible. 
These new-builds were erected over the old kitchen and 
scullery rear extension of the west wing including the privies Fig 20: H E Balch (Mendip Caving Group) 
and considerable amount of fragmentary structural stonework 
documented by Almy and Hawkes. 
 

  
 

Fig 22 & 23: The Hokerstone and Harry Patch memorial stone in Museum front garden 
 

The memorial stone to Harry Patch ‘the last fighting Tommy’ of WWI was placed in the Museum front garden 
in 2012 (Fig 23). This is complemented by a display dedicated to his life in the small foyer gallery to the 
lecture hall. 

 
This is the story of one building in Wells. Its story of the changes in fashion and occupancy are very probably 
reflected in many of the properties around the city. From church control to citizens and burgesses, through 
educational institutions to local government management each occupant responsible for the building has 
made their mark. 
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