
 

Somerset ichthyosaurs and Quaker philanthropy: Alfred Gillett, William Stephens 
Clark and the geological museum in The Crispin Hall, Street 

Michael A. Taylor and Charlotte J. Berry 

Extracted from the Proceedings of the Somerset Archaeological and Natural History Society 
for 2022. 

Volume 166, 139-180 

© 2023 Somerset Archaeological and Natural History Society and the authors. 

Produced in Great Britain by Short Run Press, Exeter. 

1SSN 0081-2056 

 



139

SOMERSET ICHTHYOSAURS AND QUAKER PHILANTHROPY

SOMERSET ICHTHYOSAURS AND QUAKER 
PHILANTHROPY: ALFRED GILLETT, WILLIAM 

STEPHENS CLARK AND THE GEOLOGICAL 
MUSEUM IN THE CRISPIN HALL, STREET

MICHAEL A. TAYLOR AND CHARLOTTE J. BERRY

SUMMARY

In 1885, William Stephens Clark (1839-1925) built 
and opened the Crispin Hall in the village of Street, 
Somerset, to house its Working Men’s Club & Institute. 
The new complex provided a room for a geological 
museum set up by Clark’s cousin Alfred Gillett (1814-
1904), and formally opened in 1887 with a lecture by 
Henry Woodward, Keeper of Geology of the British 
Museum (Natural History), London. The museum 
collection was based on Gillett’s, supplemented with 
donations from Woodward, the British Museum, the 
palaeontologist George Jennings Hinde, and others. 
The museum’s purposes were to retain a collection 
of the famous local Lower Liassic (Early Jurassic) 
fossils in Street, to complement that with a range of 
fossils, minerals and rocks, and modern molluscs, 
from further afield, and to promote the study of 
geology as an improving and educational recreation. 
Those aims fitted well with Clark’s and Gillett’s 
Quaker beliefs, and Clark’s aims for the Crispin Hall: 
to support education, provide alternative recreations 
in the struggle against alcohol abuse, and contribute 
to civic improvement – all concerns of the Clarks and 
generally of Quakers.

Like other museums in Britain, the geological 
museum suffered vicissitudes during the 20th century. 
In the 1930s it was refurbished and reorganised as 
a more general local museum on a wider range of 
topics, more suited to general visitors and children, 
with disposals of some of the non-local material 
and addition of archaeological and social-historical 
material. It was closed and partly dispersed in 1948, 
the local fossils remaining in Street under the care 
of the family firm of C. & J. Clark. The residual 
collection today comprises some 20 larger marine 
reptiles comprising ichthyosaurs and a plesiosaur, 
and almost 200 smaller and mostly local fossils and 
other items. It appears to include several ichthyosaurs 
from other collections in Street. 

The collection is now in the custody of the Alfred 
Gillett Trust, alongside other object, book and archive 
collections relating to the Clark family, C. & J. Clark 

Ltd, and Street. In recent years the collection has 
been used for scientific research, temporary pop-up 
displays, and public visits. It has also been given 
specialist curatorial attention in anticipation of a 
permanent museum project which is scheduled for 
partial completion in 2025, the 200th anniversary of 
C. & J. Clark Ltd.

INTRODUCTION 

In 1887 Alfred Gillett (1814-1904) of Street (Fig. 1) 
established a small geological museum in the Crispin 
Hall at Street. This collection included a selection of 
fossils from the local Liassic rocks, notably specimens 
of the ichthyosaurs which are now so emblematic of 
the village. In a previous paper, we outlined Gillett’s 
life and scientific activities in the context of his Quaker 
family network.1 The present study outlines Gillett’s 
establishment of this museum with the support of his 
cousin William Stephens Clark (1839-1925) (Figs 2, 

Fig. 1 Alfred Gillett, presumably at Overleigh House
(Photo: J. B. Clark, courtesy Alfred Gillett Trust 

(AGT), WN 93/2 (4/54/5))
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Fig. 2 Four generations of Clarks, all involved with Gillett’s museum. From left to right: James Clark,
William Stephens Clark (standing), and Roger Clark holding the infant Bancroft, 1903

(Photo: ?J. B. Clark, courtesy AGT, SC/14/1)
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3),2 the museum’s contribution to the Hall’s Quakerly 
educational and recreational purposes, its fate in the 
changed social context of the 20th century, and the 
evolution of the collection’s content, to the material 
surviving in the care of the modern Alfred Gillett 
Trust (abbreviated here as AGT).3 This paper is also 
intended as a contribution to the collection’s care and 
interpretation, and the wider history of Street and 
Somerset.

During the period covered by this paper, and 
depending on context, the term ‘museum’ could have 
any of the following meanings: a collection of objects; 
the room and cases displaying the collection; the 

Fig. 3 Family tree for those most involved in Gillett’s museum over the years
(not all family members are shown; see endnotes 1, 2)

building housing the whole; and/or the organisation 
responsible. Gillett’s museum was sometimes 
called ‘Street Museum’, but this name is somewhat 
misleading as the museum was neither governed by 
the local council, nor run as an independent trust 
or organisation devoted solely to the museum. We 
therefore use here descriptive terms such as ‘Street’s 
museum’. Then-contemporary names for fossils 
and for geological strata are retained unmodernised. 
‘Somerset’ is the pre-1974 county. Unsourced 
biographical information is taken from our previous 
paper and references therein.4
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WILLIAM STEPHENS CLARK AND THE 
CRISPIN HALL MUSEUM

From the mid-19th century onwards, Street was 
dominated by the family shoe-manufacturing firm 
of C. & J. Clark and its related businesses. This 
created a built heritage of factory buildings, workers’ 
housing, and community buildings. Amongst the 
latter is the Crispin Hall, named for the patron saint of 
shoemakers and funded by William Stephens Clark, 
managing partner of the firm. 

At the Hall’s opening on 12 October 1885, Clark 
noted that the Hall was intended to be the centre of 
Street’s ‘intellectual, political and social life’.5 Its 
architect, George Skipper (1856-1948), designed 
the building on the lines of a mechanics’ institute 
and community centre, around a main hall (Figs 4, 
5). This hall was the Crispin Hall proper, but the 
name was invariably applied to the whole Club & 
Institute complex, and we follow this practice. There 
were smaller meeting and reading rooms, a library, 
and smoking and billiards rooms. Most obviously, as 
well as giving Street a public meeting-hall, the new 
complex provided C. & J. Clark’s employees’ ‘Club 
and Institute’ with a base of operations and social 
meeting-place.6

The library and reading room reflect Clark’s 
personal concern for education,7 characteristic of 
the later 19th-century Quaker emphasis on public 
education, for adults as well as children.8 The Clarks 
and their relatives would continue to be much 
involved in other local educational and recreational 
projects such as Hindhayes Primary School, Strode 
School, and Street Library, and the Greenbank Pool 
and Strode Theatre. Significantly, Clark’s lease to the 
Club & Institute banned ‘intoxicating liquors [...] on 
the premises’.9 He was not just acting as an employer 
keen to reduce workforce rowdiness and absenteeism. 
His stipulation arose from deeply held personal 
beliefs, and exemplified Quakers’ moral concerns 
over the evils of alcohol, and their promotion of 
temperance and abstinence through the provision of 
alternative recreational venues. The firm’s founding 
partners, Cyrus Clark (1801-66) and James Clark 
(1811-1906), had already built a temperance hall in 
Street in 1840. William Stephens Clark would later, 
in 1894, buy up a cider-house that was inconveniently 
close to the main factory entrance, and remodel it 
into the Bear temperance hotel. The Crispin Hall was 
clearly a response to perceived needs, mediated by the 
Quakerly social concerns of Clark and his relatives.10

The museum was seemingly William Stephens 

Fig. 4 Crispin Hall, Street, architect’s design. The museum occupied the first floor on the corner block, in the 
centre of view. (Image: courtesy and copyright RIBA Collections, RIBA20117)
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Clark’s own idea, or at least adopted by him early on. 
As Clark remarked at the museum’s opening in 1887, 
he had approached Gillett and offered to provide space 
and display cases if Gillett contributed his collection, 
on which Gillett ‘cordially fell in with the idea’.11 A 
museum (of some type) was in the original architect’s 
plans, as well as the revised and less ambitious plan 

used for tendering in mid-1884. It is not clear whether 
Clark always intended this museum to be geological, 
but the decision for at least some geological content 
was clearly made by November 1884 at the latest, 
well before the completion of the Hall in 1885.12 

The new museum was formally opened on Tuesday 
26 April 1887 (Figs 6, 7, 8), evidently delayed by 

Fig. 5 Crispin Hall ground-floor plan, as built, published in The Building News, 1885 (see endnote 6). The 
museum room was on the first floor, directly above the Crispinian Room.

(Image: courtesy and copyright RIBA Collections, RIBA161218)
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Fig. 6 Circular to members of the Street Club & Institute, announcing the formal opening of the museum, 1887 
(Image: courtesy AGT, MISC/2/8/1887d)
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Fig. 7 Poster advertising the opening of the ‘Geological Museum’ in the Crispin Hall, 1887
(Image: courtesy AGT, MISC/2/8/1887a)
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the need to install the display cases and set out the 
displays, and also, perhaps, by Gillett’s advanced 
age.13 The guests of honour were Dr Henry Woodward 
F.G.S., F.R.S. (1832-1921), Keeper of Geology at the 
British Museum (Natural History), London, and his 
wife Ellen Woodward, born Ellen Page (1836-1913) 
(Fig. 9).14 How this small independent museum 
bagged such prestigious guests is easily explained 
(see also Fig. 3, family tree). Henry Woodward 
was a geological friend of Gillett’s, and was related 
through his wife to another geological friend of 
Gillett’s, George Jennings Hinde (1839-1918), who 
was married to William Stephens Clark’s sister 
Edith Octavia Clark (1852-1943). Henry Woodward 
inaugurated the museum room by signing the visitors’ 
book (Fig. 10).15

Proceedings now moved to the main hall where 
William Stephens Clark explained the reasons and 
aims for the museum. Many Street fossils were 
displayed elsewhere, such as at the British Museum 
(Natural History) in London. In his view:

it seemed a pity [...] that they had not got a 
good museum at Street, in order that the 
fossils found in the village might be preserved 
there, and it was partly from that idea that the 

Museum was first started. 

[…] no study was so interesting as that of 
geology, and the village of Street offered 
exceptiona[l] facilities for its pursuit.16

Saving and displaying local fossils had often 
been an important motive for founding and operating 
museums.17 Gillett was 70 in 1884, and must have 
been considering the future of his collection after his 
death, as Clark might know or guess. Significantly, 
Gillett had just, in 1884, given his best ichthyosaur 
to the British Museum (Natural History). It is unclear 
whether he was committed to this gift before he 
heard Clark’s proposal. One might assume that Clark 
was reacting to this gift, and wanted to pre-empt 
the remaining collection being also lost to Street. 
But Gillett might have planned the division of his 
collection between London and Street from the start. 
We have found no clear evidence either way.18

The new museum also took a much broader 
approach than simply local fossils, with a selection of 
fossils, rocks and minerals from a much wider range 
of geological strata than those present in the Street 
district. Visitors would see characteristic Street finds, 
and residents could view:

Fig. 8 Programme for the opening: cover, and text
(Image: courtesy AGT, MISC/2/8/1887b and 1887c)
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specimens from all the other [geological] 
formations. It would be a great benefit to people 
who read about these things to come there and 
see with their own eyes specimens of what they 
had been reading about.19 
Clark stressed that the museum was ‘solely for the 

preservation of geological specimens’:
therefore he hoped those – and many had 
offered valuable curiosities – who had offered 
things which could not well be included in a 
museum for geology, would not feel hurt at 
their rejection, because such things would mar 
the unity of a museum like the present one.20

This was perhaps intended to pre-empt such 
pressure on Gillett, and also avoid encroachment on 
the museums of the Glastonbury Antiquarian Society 
and SANHS. 

Henry Woodward now delivered his illustrated 
lecture on the ‘Study of Geology’. This exposition 
of geological principles began with William Smith 
(1769-1839), who mapped much of England, using 
fossils as markers to establish the sequence of 
geological strata.21 Smith and his brother had, indeed, 
made a coal trial at Compton Dundon, just south of 
Street, in 1813-15. This was an entirely rational, if 
unsuccessful, test for Coal Measures hidden beneath 
the surface Triassic. In modern terms, Smith had 
realised the possible presence of a concealed coalfield 
below younger rocks, as for instance at Pucklechurch 
near Bristol. However, and rather surprisingly, the 
reports of Woodward’s lecture make no mention of 
this local link.22

Woodward’s emphasis was very much on self-
help, an approach perhaps agreed previously with 
Clark and Gillett:

[…] I love to do honour to him [Smith], but 
specially because the story of his life (which 
I wish all could read) is a story to encourage 
all who desire to raise themselves by self-help. 
Compare the opportunities of Smith’s young 
days with our own, and then see what he 
accomplished as a poor boy, and how he raised 
himself to a position of repute amongst men of 
science and others. Think of our schools and 
institutions, of the abundance of good books on 
every subject within the reach of all. We cannot 
all be inventors or discoverers, yet we can all 
be observers, and go about the world using our 
eyes and ears, and enjoying all the beauties of 
Nature with intelligent, open-eyed, observing 
minds.23

Clark now read out Gillett’s statement24 presenting 
‘to the Working Men’s Club and Institute my collection 

of geological specimens, shells and minerals’. In 
return, Gillett received a ‘beautifully-illuminated 
address’. In his thanks, he acknowledged the friends 
who had donated specimens, and remarked that:

It had been a great pleasure to him to make 
the collection, and he hoped that it would give 
pleasure and instruction to many.25 

James McMurtrie F.G.S. (1840-1914), coal 
geologist and manager of the Radstock Collieries in 
north Somerset, seconded Gillett’s vote of thanks to 
Woodward.26 

The opening was combined with an evening 
conversazione for the members and their friends (Figs 
6, 7, 8). This kind of soirée, combining elements of 
the modern exhibition opening, museum open day 
and civic event, was a common way to publicise the 
activities of natural history societies and show off 
their displays. At the Crispin Hall, the attendees could 
listen to music and song, try out bagatelle boards and 
other games, and inspect works of art and engravings. 
Graphoscopes (instruments with large lenses for 
enlarging pictures) and microscopes were available. 
There was also a temporary museum in the Crispinian 
Room. The evening was such a success that the soirée 
was repeated for two more evenings, with the addition 
of fairy lanterns.27

Fig. 9 Gillett’s friend and relative Henry Woodward, 
Keeper of Geology at the British Museum (Natural 

History), who opened the Street museum
(Image: Portrait by May Lancaster Lucas, c. 1896, 
reproduced by permission of the Geological Society   

of London, GSL/POR/17)
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The temporary display of curiosities shows 
why Clark insisted on selectivity for the permanent 
museum. As well as examples of taxidermy, 
Wedgwood dishes and a ‘woven handkerchief 
(representing the battle of Culloden)’, the assorted 
curiosities included:

elephant tusks […] domestic utensils, taken 
during the Indian mutiny [...]; representation 
of a log cabin, composed of family hair […]; 
North American […] curiosities, brought from 
Canada by the General Sir George Prevost, 

governor of British North America about 
the year 1815, […] a collection of oriental 
weapons, lent by Mr H. B. Sly.28

George Prevost’s First Nations artefacts were 
lent by his grandson Colonel Charles Prevost (1831-
1902), who displayed the ‘most extreme type of old-
fashioned military, High Church and state Tory way 
of thinking imaginable’. On buying Street Farm in 
1878 he renamed it Abbey Grange. This name was 
presumably intended to recall the farm’s history as 
a monastic grange, and to erase the taint of a past 

Fig. 10 The first entries in the Museum visitors’ book, including the Woodwards, McMurtrie, Gillett, W. S. Clark, 
and the Somerset archaeologist J. G. L. Bulleid (Image: courtesy AGT, MISC/2/8)
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owner, the Civil Wars Parliamentarian William 
Strode. On this, a local newspaper unkindly pointed 
out that the original Abbey Grange was actually in 
Glastonbury. Prevost surely expected local society to 
defer to him as a matter of right. But Street had far too 
many Dissenters and Liberals. When he moved out 
in 1890, the printed invitation to his leaving garden 
party limited the guests to members of the Church of 
England. C. & J. Clark bought the estate. Today, the 
house, renamed simply ‘The Grange’, accommodates 
the Alfred Gillett Trust (AGT) (Fig. 11).29

It seems, however, unlikely that there was 
sufficient Dissent at the museum opening to upset 
Prevost. In the preceding paper, we explored how 
the interests of the Street Quakers often reflected the 
Quaker doctrine of Inward Light which emphasised 
personal experience of God through the divinely 
created natural world, so that Quakers particularly 
tended to follow the observational natural sciences 
such as geology and meteorology.30 In public practice, 
this special Quaker element seems to have made no 
difference; Quakers and other pro-science Dissenters, 
liberal Anglicans, and Presbyterians all happily 
joined in perceiving the work of the Lord in His 
creation. Matters were further eased by the increasing 
exclusion of overt religion from public science, hence 
the cross-denominational consensus manifest in 
Clark’s and Woodward’s speeches, uncontroversially 
recommending geology as a physically and mentally 
improving recreation and means of self-help through 
education. This had been the message preached, for 
instance, by the Scottish Presbyterian geologist Hugh 
Miller (1802-56), famously a Free Churchman, and 
the Anglican Charles Kingsley (1819-75), cleric and 
‘Christian socialist’.31 The wealthy horticulturalist Sir 
Thomas Hanbury (1832-1907), founder of the Royal 

Horticultural Society’s Wisley gardens in Surrey, 
was a Quaker, but was happy to contribute fossils 
to the museum set up, also in the 1880s, in Miller’s 
birthplace cottage in Cromarty, Scotland, and to chair 
some of the 1902 centenary meeting commemorating 
that hero of self-help.32

To sum up, the new museum had clear aims of 
preserving local fossils, and providing for Street 
people’s self-education and rational recreation, 
consistent with Clark’s expressed aims for the Crispin 
Hall, and its wider contribution to Street’s civic 
improvement. We now turn to the museum itself, and 
how it was to achieve this mission. 

 
THE MUSEUM AND ITS DISPLAYS

The museum room is on the first floor of the 
Crispin Hall, accessed awkwardly off a staircase of 
fossiliferous blue lias stone (the Hall is built of local 
blue lias, with yellow Ham stone dressings). The 
room is 40 feet long by 20 feet wide, its dimensions 
the same as those of the Crispinian Room below.33 

Fig. 12 Left, the museum room in its last years as a youth club, c. 2012, south end with entrance and skylight 
(Image: copyright Charlotte Berry). Right, converted to a dance studio, c. 2020, north end, with tower room door 

in right distance (Image: courtesy and copyright Will Clark)

Fig. 11 The Grange, headquarters of the Alfred 
Gillett Trust today, with the Abbey Barn in the right 
background (Image: courtesy AGT, 2017/01/002)
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It was recently refurbished and is presently a dance 
studio. It retains no obvious fitments from its original 
role (Fig. 12).

Museums need good lighting. The museum room 
is lit by three well-spaced, low and recessed windows 
in the west wall, and a large window in the north 
gable wall. In 1887, gas lighting was expensive, 
polluting and risky; electricity was not yet available 
in Street; and the ideal museum solution of daylight 
diffused through ceiling skylights was incompatible 
with Skipper’s Tudor-style pitched roof.34 The south-
eastern corner of the room was left in shadow. This 
was alleviated by an internal glazed skylight with 
asymmetric light-shaft to an un-Tudor external 
skylight tucked demurely out of view from street 
level. A curious octagonal glazed turret (Fig. 3), 
accessed by a short stair at the far end, was intended 
as a viewpoint for the ‘picturesque scenery of the 
neighbourhood’; more recent construction and tree 
growth make it hard to say how much was originally 
visible.35 

We can reconstruct roughly how the displays were 
originally laid out. The two main press reports of 
the opening evidently drew on the same manuscript 
or speech, at least for this aspect, but journalistic 
mangling blurs the fine detail of the resulting 
composite picture: 

1.	 A display case of Jurassic, Cretaceous, 
Eocene and Pleistocene fossil molluscs, and 
‘beautiful shells’ (presumably modern).

2.	 A case of Liassic fossils, mainly from Street, 
but also from elsewhere, such as ‘Ohenden’ 
[Ohmden], Germany.

3.	 In the same case, or possibly another case, 
Permian and Triassic specimens.

4.	 In another case, or perhaps two cases, 
Carboniferous and Devonian specimens.

5.	 In the ‘last case’, ‘Silurian, Cambrian, 
Laurentian, metamorphic, and volcanic and 
plutonic rock specimens’, modern elephant 
molar teeth, and minerals.

6.	 Also a case with Palaeozoic fossils from 
North America given by G. J. Hinde; a fossil 
fish from Greenland, and fossil wood from 
Cairo; agates and amethysts; and Devonian, 
Silurian and Ordovician specimens.

7.	 The larger marine reptiles were already 
individually embedded in cement, or similar 
material, in wooden frames, as was normal 
for such specimens. They were fixed directly 
to the walls ‘like monumental tablets in a 
church’: five ‘ichthyosaurus communis’, 
two ‘ich[thyosaurus] intermedius’, and a 
‘plesiosaurus dolichode[irus]’, all from 
Street.36

Regrettably we have so far located no photographs 
of the museum interior before it was cleared. They 
would be invaluable for showing the museum’s 
layout, and tracing the provenances of the individual 
large reptiles. However, the above quotations are 
reasonably consistent with a 1934 report. This 
describes six table or rather three double cases, that is, 
flat display cases with horizontal or slightly sloping 
tops, in three back-to-back pairs oriented east-west in 
the central part of the room, perhaps to make best use 
of the light from the three west windows. From later 
correspondence, it seems that each double case was 
some twelve feet long by five feet front to back. The 
report also records a wall case, presumably vertical, 
running along the east wall. Some at least of the cases 
had drawers, presumably below the table or desk-type 
display cases. It is unclear whether these drawers were 
used for locked storage or to hold further specimens 
for the visitor to see.37

The core of the display was evidently a 
stratigraphically arranged display of fossils, probably 
primarily organised by geological age and then 
biological classification. For example, fossils would 
be displayed in succession of age, oldest strata first; 
each of those sections might be subdivided; and, 
within (say) the Lower Jurassic or Liassic section, 
plants and corals would be first displayed, working up 
the conventional biological classification to fishes and 
reptiles. The larger reptiles were necessarily displayed 
out of sequence on the walls because of their size. 
Apart from the Street fossils themselves, we expect 
that fossils from elsewhere in Somerset, and perhaps 
the adjacent parts of neighbouring counties, were well 
represented. Rocks, minerals and shells (of living 
forms) were also displayed, presumably under their 
own systems of classification. There may have been 
some coverage of special topics. The Greenland fossil 
fish Mallotus of Pleistocene age38 was perhaps picked 
for its geological youth, to demonstrate the formation 
of fossils and to make the uniformitarian point that 
preservation of fish in nodules from that site is much 
the same as in far more ancient fossils. Together with 
the Cairo fossil wood, which was also geologically 
young when it was mineralised, this hints at a small 
special display on the process of fossilisation, using 
some recognisably modern organisms for clarity. 

Gillett positioned each small specimen, or group 
of small specimens, on a cardboard or wooden tablet 
which was briefly labelled, mainly with the species 
name, locality and geological horizon or age (Fig. 13). 
These tablets would be placed loose in arrays inside 
the flat-glazed desktop cases, as was then common 
practice. Some museums added more discursive 
explanatory texts and interpretive diagrams, often 
each mounted on its own tablet and intercalated with 
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the specimens in the display, but none is known to 
survive at Street.39 Of course, such material was apt to 
be discarded when displays were cleared. However, 
it seems unlikely that there was much provision at 
Street, judging from displays surviving into the 1970s 
and 1980s in broadly comparable small museums. So 
it is hard to assess, for instance, the reported attempt 
to interpret fossils by providing ‘representatives of 
living species’, albeit as museum specimens. Perhaps 
the modern elephant teeth were for comparison with 
those of mammoths and other fossil elephants. But we 
cannot say how much the visitor was told in the labels, 
rather than relying on prior knowledge and reading.40

Today, such a display would fall short of modern 
standards of contextualisation and interpretation for 
all except the most knowledgeable visitors. In its time, 
such an approach was within the mainstream. The 
museum display’s standard systematic arrangement 
matched that in the textbooks and was itself a major 
instructional element at a time when great emphasis 
was placed on classifying nature’s diversity. Such 
systematic displays were well suited to the serious 
‘student’ – someone undergoing formal education or 
with a personal interest. Under this philosophy, the 
viewer closely examined specimens in conjunction 
with the necessary reading. This approach was 
implicit in Woodward’s and Clark’s addresses at the 
opening of the Street museum, as noted above, with 
their emphasis on education and ‘study’, and how 
the displays would benefit ‘people who read about 
these things’, to see ‘what they had been reading 
about’.41 Moreover, that approach also influenced the 
scope of the collection on show. A display of local 
Street fossils was not much use if one wanted to see 
metamorphic rocks as described in a geological book 
perhaps borrowed from the Institute library in the 
Crispin Hall. Hence the need to represent those other 
aspects, some fortunately demonstrable by Somerset 
specimens.

Clearly, the Street museum supported visitors 
bent on self-help and educational study, especially 
at a time when money and time were scarce for such 
things as trips to the museums at Bristol and Taunton. 
But this approach was much less suitable for other 
visitors, such as children, and adults unfamiliar with 
geology. We return to this issue later. 

THE MUSEUM FROM OPENING TO 
CLOSURE (1887-1948), AND AFTERLIFE

Little can be said about the development of the 
museum, for lack of available information, notably 
the absence of a register of new acquisitions. Early 
reports suggest little change in the displays. On 
7 August 1890 a Geologists’ Association group 

noted that ‘Fossils from the Silurian to the most 
recent formations were carefully arranged’.42 The 
1902 annual meeting of the SANHS at Glastonbury 
included an excursion to Butleigh Court and Ivythorn 
Manor, and tea at Street courtesy of ‘Mr. and Mrs. W. 
S. Clark’, before a visit to ‘Street Museum’, where 
Henry Woodward drew attention to the reptiles on the 
wall, and

a collection of cave-remains and flint 
implements; a series of recent shells (named 
and arranged); a series of named fossils, 
stratigraphically arranged and labelled 
according to their formations; an excellent 
collection of minerals, and various other 
objects of interest. The Museum also possessed 
a collection of stuffed and mounted Birds, in a 
separate room. In this room was also preserved 
a machine of a most elaborate character, 
invented by one of Mr. Clark’s ancestors, for 
the manufacture of Latin verses. […] it had 
produced a verse much approved by the Society 
of Friends, namely, ‘Long Meeting tends to 
sleep’.43

This was the famous Latin Verse Machine, 
originally placed in the museum room as the one 
exception to Clark’s geology-only rule.44 

It is possible that Gillett continued to work on the 
displays after the opening, although he was ‘failing 
for some time’ before he died in 1904.45 Gillett had 
however set up a small trust on 5 October 1900, 
endowed with £225 (par value, worth just over £200 
market value) of Midland Railway 2½% debenture 

Fig. 13 Tip of an ichthyosaur snout mounted on a 
tablet as originally displayed. SOMAG small specimen 
2 (Image: copyright Michael A. Taylor, courtesy AGT)
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stock. This trust was to support acquisitions, curatorial 
work, ‘display and exhibition’ and ‘creating a greater 
interest in the geology of the said Parish of Street and 
its vicinity’ through the museum and other means 
such as lectures. The original trustees were Gillett 
himself, William Stephens Clark, his brother Francis 
(Frank) Clark (1853-1938), and William’s sons John 
Bright Clark (1867-1933) and Roger Clark (1871-
1961). This trust did not hold the collection itself, 
which remained with the Club & Institute.46

William Stephens Clark continued to be the 
legal owner of the Crispin Hall until 1906, when he 
formally handed it over to a new trust. At the public 
celebration, Josiah Seymour, a local quarry operator 
and himself a donor to the museum (see below), 
expressed surprise that the museum was not used 
more. Clark agreed that he would like to see more use 
of the museum, and of Gillett’s trust fund to support 
lectures. He was clearly disappointed that many 
people eschewed self-improvement in favour of more 
frivolous leisure activities. Interestingly, the museum 
was opened to ‘visitors’ that day, whatever that meant; 
we have not found any details of opening times and 
charges (there was a suggestion in 1916 that the 
museum should be opened occasionally to the public, 
hopefully to make money for the Club & Institute, but 
it is difficult to interpret this because of the likelihood 
of wartime constraints). In 1927 the ‘Chess room has 
been relieved of all the stuffed birds which adorned its 
walls, and they have been deposited in the Museum’. 
In 1929 John Bright Clark, then President of the Club 
& Institute, again expressed disappointment that more 
use was not being made of Gillett’s Museum. Roger 
Clark later noted in 1940 that ‘no one here seemed 
to have the least interest in geology’ and it was hard 
to spend the income from the trust other than on the 
occasional lecture.47

It may well be that William Stephens Clark’s death 
in 1925 cleared the way for a reassessment of the 
museum’s value, though in fairness to him we have 
no evidence for this. One wonders, even so, what he 
would have thought of a 1933 proposal to dispose of 
the non-local material from the collection and install 
two billiards tables in the museum room (it is not clear 
if the local material was to remain on display there).48 
This proposal evidently prompted the decision to seek 
an advisory report on the museum, apparently under 
the aegis of the South-Western Group of Museums and 
Art Galleries, a representative and cooperative body 
for the institutions of the region.49 The resulting report 
was probably written by Frederick S. Wallis (1894-
1979), Curator of Geology at Bristol City Museum50, 
or Barbara Gullick (1903-86), botanist and geologist 
and sometime assistant curator of archaeology at 
Salisbury & South Wiltshire Museum.51 It usefully 

described the museum in 1934, apparently not much 
changed from previous years:

The Museum contains: – 
1. A general collection of fossils.
2. A collection of large mounted Ichthyosaurs.
3. A small series of minerals.
4. A collection of stuffed birds.
5. A collection of shells.
6. A small collection of flint implements.
The report recommended what was effectively a 

limited modernisation. It advised disposal of some 
non-local material, including the Hinde collection of 
American fossils, and moa bones from New Zealand. 
Geological specimens were to be displayed in three 
double table cases, and other fossils and some shells 
were to go into storage drawers. This reorganisation 
would allow the geological display to focus more 
on the ‘exceptionally fine local Liassic material’. It 
would also give room in the wall case along the east 
wall for local ‘bygones’ (or objects of local social-
historical and archaeological interest, as a modern 
curator would call them). Some of these ‘bygones’ 
would be obtained by local public appeal, and others 
gifted or loaned by SANHS (the Lake Villages), Wells 
Museum (Wookey Hole cave), and Bristol Museum 
and Art Gallery. All this would be complemented with 
photographs, reconstruction models, and drawings. 
In geology, each specimen-bearing tablet was to be 
turned over, freshly covered in cream paper and newly 
labelled in Indian ink, preserving the information in 
the original label on what was now the back. The large 
marine reptiles were to remain on the walls, a ‘broken 
Ichthyosaur’ repaired, and the Latin Verse Machine 
moved to make way for a table of living wild plants 
near the window.Geological maps, diagrams and 
photographs were also recommended, as were local 
talks, a leaflet-guide, and a signboard outside the 
building and a notice on the museum door.52 This 
implies the absence of internal and external signage. 

With the abandonment of the billiards proposal, 
some at least of those recommendations were 
implemented over the next few years, seemingly 
funded at least in part by Gillett’s trust (see also the 
section on the collection content below).53 

The August 1938 issue of the Museums Journal 
reported that: 

Several months ago the Trustees […] agreed on 
a scheme of reorganization, based on regional 
ideas. The rooms in the Crispin Hall […] 
were entirely redecorated; Miss B. Gullick, 
B.Sc., was appointed temporary curator. The 
new policy involved a slight reduction in the 
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exhibited geological material and the setting 
free of a large wall-case for local examples of 
prehistoric and folk culture. By these means it 
is hoped to widen the appeal of the institution.

Miss Gullick has efficiently re-labelled and 
remounted all the specimens in the museum 
[…].54 
The ‘Trustees’ must be the Crispin Hall Trustees, 

to whom the museum was transferred from the Club & 
Institute Trustees in 1937.55 Wallis later confirmed that 
‘through the co-operation of Mr. St. George Gray, M. 
A., F. S. A. (Taunton) and others, a few bygones were 
added’.56 Gillett’s original trust was now to pay £7 
annually towards the museum’s upkeep, presumably 
a contribution to the Hall’s heating and janitorial 
costs.57In June 1938, there appeared a local newspaper 
piece by ‘B. G.’, surely Gullick. This announced that 
the ‘re-decorated’ museum with its ‘bright and clean’ 
cases would be open from Whitsun to the end of July, 
free to local residents, except for Saturday afternoons, 
but including Wednesday evenings. As well as the 
large reptiles, the piece referred to Australian and 
tropical molluscs; minerals from the Mendips and 
Cornwall amongst other localities; and a wall-case of 
various bygones such as a wig-maker, patten, cider 
jar, and bird-scarer. Again, the piece suggests that 
local people might like to lend, or even donate, old 
bygones no longer in use, for such a display.58 

Interestingly, the 1930s reorganisation reportedly 
led to ‘signs of awakening interest amongst the local 
inhabitants and the schools’.59 It is impossible to 
know how many people had used the original 1887 
displays for their intended role in self-education, but, 
as noted above, the general opinion was that very 
few did. Such individual initiatives would leave no 
record, unless the visitor added to the (small) number 
of signatures in the visitor’s book. It is also unclear 
if the Street museum was used for formal education, 
despite the close proximity of schools within a short 
walk. In 1887, museums were hardly used by schools. 
One reason was that museum visits were not generally 
considered a valid part of the school curriculum till 
the Education Act of 1902. But we have not come 
across any other reference to schools using the 
Street museum even after 1902, despite the active 
involvement of the Clarks and their relatives in local 
education.

The introduction of ‘bygones’ was, of course, 
a common innovation in contemporary museums. 
But significantly, in Street itself there had been, in 
1931, a successful weekend temporary exhibition 
of ‘family and domestic relics of old times in the 
locality’ in the Technical School. This included a 
wide range of objects from agricultural implements 

to Clark family portraits. The original impetus came 
from Esther Clothier, herself a trained schoolteacher. 
The exhibition was opened by Esther’s brother Roger 
Clark, who remarked how much he would like to see 
a museum established in an interesting old house 
by filling it with old household objects displayed 
naturally as if furnishing the house. His writings also 
show an affection for local history and old buildings 
and objects.60

Catharina Petronella Clark née Smuts (1904-68), 
informally known as ‘Cato’, now became Honorary 
Curator of the geological museum when Gullick’s 
work was completed in August 1938 (Fig. 14).61 
She was inadvertently omitted from the discussion 
of Street’s female Quaker scientists in our previous 
companion paper, for want of the information which 
we now present here. Cato was South African by 
birth, daughter of Jan Christian Smuts and Isie Krige. 
It is worth noting here that Jan Smuts was also an 
amateur botanist, and, for instance, supported the 
palaeontologist Robert Broom and his work on 
human evolution. The Smuts had become friends 
with the Clarks, as a result of the Clark women’s 
humanitarian activities during the Second Boer War, 
in which Jan Smuts was a noted commander on the 

Fig. 14 Cato Clark, presumably c. 1927,
Honorary Curator 1938-48

(Image: courtesy AGT, HH/SMUTS/263)
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Boer side.62 In 1928 Cato Smuts married William 
Bancroft Clark (1902-93), known as Bancroft, who 
was a son of Roger Clark (1871-1961) and that same 
year appointed a director of C. & J. Clark. She had 
studied at Johannesburg Teacher Training College and 
Witwatersrand University, and read Geography at the 
University of Cambridge in 1926-28. At Street she 
began studying geology at the University of Bristol, 
driving there and back to attend lectures, in between 
the births of several of her children.63

Cato Clark’s daughter Petronella recalls that her 
mother took classes of children from the Strode 
School to look for fossils in the Lias quarries on the 
high ground above Street. However, such activities 
and the Bristol course sadly fell by the wayside as her 
growing family needed more attention. She was, in 
any case, also superintendent from 1932 of the Street 
Infant Welfare Centre, and from 1935 manager of the 
infant and primary schools in Street.64 

There was also a reorganisation of Gillett’s trust 
fund. By 1940 Roger Clark was the only surviving 
trustee of Gillett’s fund. New trustees, all family 
members, were accordingly appointed in 1944. As 
well as Roger’s daughter-in-law Cato Clark, they 
comprised Roger’s children Bancroft Clark, Nathan 
Clark (1916-2011) and Mary Priestman Clark (later 
Lovell) (1922-2015), and his nephews John Anthony 
Clark (1908-85) and Peter Thompson Clothier (1910-
94).65 

Those timings raise the possibility that Cato Clark 
had prompted, or at least encouraged, the collection 
review in the first place, possibly even through 
meeting Wallis; Bristol City Museum was, and still is, 
physically close to the University. Indeed, the original 
billiards proposal of 1933 came at a time when her 
husband Bancroft was on the General Committee of 
the Club & Institute, and he was delegated to look 
into disposing of the non-local material to Bristol 
University. Moreover, one can easily see why 
she became Honorary Curator in 1938, given her 
educational and geological training. But we have 
found no record of her activities with the museum. A 
key reason must be the Munich Crisis of September 
1938 and its consequences, with the need to prepare 
for the war which came a year later and the additional 
burden on anyone involved in local administration. 

The Crispin Hall itself was turned over to wartime 
purposes such as the administration of food rationing, 
and the Crispinian Room became a Ministry of Food 
office.66 We are not certain what happened to the 
museum, but it may simply have remained in place, 
as the cabinets and wall-mounted ichthyosaurs were 
still there, apparently as before, in 1947-48.67 

In 1947, it was decided to close the museum 
and dispose of the non-local material, with Wallis’s 

advice. As Bancroft Clark put it to Wallis:
The trouble about our museum at Street is 
space. It occupies a desirable room [...] 
there has been a tremendous upsurge in Club 
activities and a movement to admit women as 
active members, […] The museum[,] while it 
has been valued by Street, is really a monument 
to old man Gillett’s life interest, and probably 
not more than a dozen people a year go to see 
it.68

The closure on 2 January 1948 is recorded as the 
final entry in the visitors’ book, by Cato Clark and 
four of her children, Petronella, Sibella, Richard, and 
Daniel (Fig. 15).

On 6 January Wallis and his Bristol colleagues 
came to collect ‘the major portion of the contents’, 
‘Mr Mayes’ inspecting the mounted birds.69 Gray 
came from Taunton to retrieve the ‘bygones’ on loan 
from SANHS. With the approval of Roger Clark, 
Wallis published a note in the May 1948 Museums 
Journal, reporting the closure. In part, the note read:70 

The local portion of the collections and the 
cases have consequently been placed in 
temporary storage pending the formation of a 
works museum at Messrs Clark’s shoe factory. 
The minerals, non-local fossils, and foreign 
shell collections have been allocated to The 
City Museum and College of Art at Bristol, 
and the Museum at Wells. Mr Roger Clark was 
the senior Trustee who made the necessary 
arrangements for the closure and distribution.
Roger Clark commented to Wallis:
The closing of the Museum is in a sense, a 
personal grief to me, but considering how very 
little use has been made of it during the sixty 
years of its existence, I hope that we have done 
the right thing [...]. 

I hope one day, all that remains here may be 
adequately housed in a factory or [village?] 
museum.71

Fig. 15 The end of the museum: the last signatures in 
the visitors’ book, 2 January 1948, a few days before 

final clearance (Image: courtesy AGT, MISC/2/8)
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There was a letter of complaint in a local 
newspaper, under the pseudonym ‘Kenton’, regretting 
the closure of ‘one of the best free museums in S. W. 
England’, said to be visited by ‘parties of students 
and others’, but far fewer than otherwise might have 
been the case, because of the lack of publicity. The 
Honorary Secretary of the Club & Institute had to 
explain that ‘over the past ten years or so only a mere 
handful of people’ had visited, and much better use 
could be made of the space, especially when there 
were plans to redevelop the building as a community 
centre.72

The small local fossils were boxed up and put in 
a C. & J. Clark store at Shepton Mallet, moving back 
to Street in 1959 to Greenbank, William Stephens 
Clark’s former residence. Greenbank lies on the High 
Street, close to C. & J. Clark’s factory entrance, and 
was used as a store and staff accommodation.73 But 
some at least of the mounted birds remained in the 
museum room, as did the large reptiles on the walls. 
Here, the youth club now played table tennis, often 

bouncing their balls off the unfortunate reptiles (Fig. 
16).74 One wonders if the fossils were incorporated 
into the local rules, in a Streetonian version of royal 
tennis.

The collection as a whole remained under the 
formal overview of the Crispin Hall Trustees. Advice 
continued to be provided at intervals by Bristol City 
Museum, latterly through Dr Michael L. K. Curtis 
(d. 2006), Curator of Geology.75 The dilemma for 
the Crispin Hall Trustees was obviously whether 
to transfer the fossils to (presumably) Bristol City 
Museum, where they would be lost to Street but 
cared for, a suggestion made several times by Curtis; 
or to keep the fossils in Street, which meant tackling 
their care and display. The latter problem was greatly 
alleviated by the disposal of the non-local material. 
Curtis recommended removal and repair of the 
reptiles, but no action was taken for a while. By 
1958 there was visible cracking and deterioration of 
the reptiles on the wall of the museum room. There 
was increasing fear that the vibration from the dances 

Fig. 16 The museum room as youth club, 1959. Still on the wall are a few mounted birds in cases, and several 
fossil reptiles. (Image: courtesy AGT, PTC/2/3/16)
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and physical training, now held in the room, would 
cause the reptiles to collapse onto persons below.76 In 
any case, as a review in 1962 noted, the ‘Youth Club 
shows no interest in maintaining or even preserving’ 
the collection still in the Crispin Hall, while as for 
Gillett’s trust, it was ‘moribund. The objects do not 
appear to be attained. There is no public body taking 
any interest in the geology of the area nearer than 
Wells’.77 

In 1964 the decision was taken to evacuate the 
reptiles from the Crispin Hall to join the smaller 
fossils in storage at Greenbank, the costs being paid 
from the accumulated funds in Gillett’s trust. At 
around this time, as discussed below, the reptiles were 
joined by three more reptiles or fossils of (today) 
uncertain provenance but previously in Netherleigh, 
another Clark house and adjacent to Greenbank in the 
High Street. It was perhaps now that the underbodies 
were built for the large fossils. These carcasses, 
rather like standing desks, carried the large fossils on 
the slant, to reduce the risk of fragments falling off. 
The spaces inside the underbodies were used to store 
smaller specimens.78 

In 1968 Justin B. Delair (1932-2019) examined 
the collection and produced a typescript catalogue 
of the reptiles, noting their local relevance and 
irreplaceability.79 Delair urged the importance of 
the fossils, and the need for remedial conservation 
and a photographic record, to Stephen Clark (1913-
2011), one of Roger Clark’s sons and now Company 
Secretary of C. & J. Clark.80 

Stephen Clark and his brother Bancroft 

commissioned an inspection of the state of the 
collection by Ron Croucher of the Palaeontology 
Laboratory of the British Museum (Natural History). 
Croucher, and his assistant Peter Whybrow (1942-
2004), visited in August 1968. The urgency was 
reinforced when one fossil fell off the Greenbank 
wall that November. The upshot was that Croucher 
was commissioned to carry out a programme of 
conservation work on site in his own time, largely 
completed by October 1969, but carrying on into 1972, 
with further work in 1978-79. Conservation problems 
with the large reptiles included the oxidation of the 
mineral pyrite in the Lias shale to give damaging acidic 
products (then treated by spraying with the chemical 
morpholine); cracking of the Lias shale matrix under 
stresses caused by changing relative humidity; old 
paint and shoe blacking formerly often used to colour 
fossils for display, as well as general dirt, damage and 
breakage of the specimens and deterioration of the 
plaster and wood mounts. At least one specimen had 
to be remounted into a glass-fibre reinforced plastic 
backing (Fig. 17), and another was cleaned in acetic 
acid.81 The specimens were photographed before and 
after conservation work. This produced a valuable 
record of their original, and somewhat dilapidated, 
appearance.82 The collection was moved to the new 
C. & J. Clarkarchives office and store in 44A High 
Street, a little south of Netherbank, around 1978.In 
1978 the large reptiles were put on public display for 
the first time since 1948, in a month-long temporary 
exhibition at the Bear Hotel, Street, beside an 
exhibition of paintings of Street and the district. The 

Fig. 17 Ichthyosaurus communis, head and forebody. Left, c. 1968, showing dirt and abrasion, and breaks opening 
up with the deterioration of the cement and wood mount (Image: courtesy AGT). Right, in 2019 as conserved in 
the 1970s, with a backing of glassfibre-reinforced plastic. Scale in metres. SOMAG large specimen 15 (Image: 

copyright and courtesy Will Clark)
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display was professionally designed by Russell Frears 
(1931-2010). An attractive poster, postcard, and 
folded A4 leaflet with text by Delair were produced, 
using a painting by John Beach of Wraysbury as the 
common design element (Fig. 18).83

Advice continued to be provided by Bristol City 
Museum. In 1980 Curtis checked over the small 
fossils, and David Dawson, Curator of Archaeology 
at Bristol City Museum, examined a small amount of 
remaining archaeological material.84 In 1984, Michael 
A. Taylor (co-author of this paper), then of the Area 
Museum Council for the South West, reported on 
the collection’s research and heritage value, and 
recommended on care and storage, while noting how 
well the large reptiles were kept in comparison with 
some other museums.85 

REORGANISATION AND A NEW MUSEUM

For much of the 20th century, Gillett’s still separate 
trust and that for the Crispin Hall were two of several 
Clarks family trusts in the Street area, each with 
different objectives but often with a small pool of 
family trustees acting in rotation. This gave a degree 
of continuity within and between trusts. Moreover, C. 
& J. Clark remained a family company. This meant 
that direct support with tasks such as removals and 
storage could be given at management discretion. 
Business with the fossil collection was often 
delegated to Laurence H. Barber (c. 1885-1966), a 
retired solicitor who acted as part-time archivist for 
the company, and to his successors. All this might 
seem somewhat informal, but it gave real oversight 
and continuity. 

These efforts to look after the geological 
collections also benefited considerably, if informally, 
from the parallel efforts to develop and safeguard C. 
& J. Clark’s own archival and heritage material.86 As 
we have shown, the notion of a combined works and 
local museum was already being mooted when the 
Crispin Hall museum was closed down in 1948. It is 
likely that the firm’s 125th anniversary in 1950 was 
influencing thought on the matter. For the anniversary 
itself, Barber wrote an attractive history of the firm 
in its Street setting.87 The assembly, organisation and 
staffing of the documentary archives attracted further 
donations of family and local history material. In 
1951 C. & J. Clark began to assemble a collection of 
footwear and related materials. With Stephen Clark’s 
support, Barber set up what would become the Shoe 
Museum. A visit of the SANHS in 1952 found some 
local-historical and geological objects already being 
gathered in the then works museum to illustrate 
family and local history, including ‘one or two pieces 
of fossil Ichthyosaurus (the best specimens, however, 

are in the Crispin Hall […])’.88 However, in the 
event, Gillett’s collection was not included in the new 
museum project. A specialist curator, Elaine Dyer, 
was appointed in 1969, and the Shoe Museum opened 
to the public in 1974 in time to mark the company’s 
150th anniversary.89 The company archives and 
artefacts remained the property of the still mostly 
family-owned firm. 

C. & J. Clark was reorganised and put under 
professional management in the 1990s, and a Family 
Shareholder Council was set up. This Council now 
provided the context for detailed discussions of the 
future of the collections, with particular respect 
to the contingency of the business’s future sale 
or liquidation. A new Trust was formed in 2002, 
named the Alfred Gillett Trust. This was separate 
from, although eventually absorbing, the 1900 trust 
set up by Gillett. Initially, its primary purpose was 
to professionalise the management of the heritage 
collections associated with the firm and family, and 
to create a new base at the Grange mansion house 
and Barn. This is located just north of the factory 
complex which was partly replaced by the new 

Fig. 18 Poster for the 1978 exhibition at the
Bear Hotel, Street (Image: courtesy AGT, 2022/334)
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Clarks Village retail development. Charlotte Berry, a 
professional archivist (and co-author of this paper), 
was appointed in 2010 to oversee the development of 
new storage and to open up access to the collections. 
An ambitious range of cataloguing, digitisation and 
outreach activities has been running since the move to 
the new site in 2012 and a large permanent curatorial 
and archival team is now responsible for the heritage 
collections as a whole, with the collections’ long-term 
future now secured by their transfer to the Trust.90 The 
Trust is presently focussed on creating a new Museum 
on the Grange site (including the fossils) in time for 
the 200th anniversary of C. & J. Clark in 2025. 

The preservation of the fossil collection clearly 
benefited from those endeavours with the company 
archives. They provided an organisational and 
physical structure into which the fossils could 
be slotted, however incongruously at first sight. 
Moreover, as noted earlier, the notion of displaying 
the local fossils in a future works or local museum 
was already being mooted in 1947, and it was plainly 
a major reason for retaining the local fossils when 
Gillett’s museum was cleared. It undoubtedly helped 
justify the firm’s informal support of the geological 
specimens over the following decades, as for example 
when they moved to the successive archives stores, 
and finally to the Grange with the archives. 

The fossils were formally held by the Crispin 
Hall Trust until, in 2002, they were handed over to 
the new Alfred Gillett Trust (AGT), together with 
Gillett’s 1900 trust fund.91 The present-day AGT is 
a modern construct separate from the original Gillett 
trust, but very much encompasses its purposes and 
in most respects actively continues the aims and 
objectives of this predecessor in promoting Street’s 
geological and other heritage collections. In 2020, a 
new Trustee, David B. Hill, was appointed to reflect 
this increased range of Trust interests, in view of 
his previous experience as a museum geological 
conservator, curator and manager. The fossils were 
rehoused in temporary storage on the Grange site, 
pending future plans for a newly developed museum. 
It is now possible to see the fossils by appointment. A 
collection overview and general collection catalogues 
were made available on the new Trust website by 
Charlotte Berry in 2015, alongside putting in place 
guidelines for public visits, and opening up also the 
possibility of future cataloguing and digitisation of 
the collection for public access.92

SCIENTIFIC AND EDUCATIONAL 
ACTIVITIES

The lowermost Lias at Street (and elsewhere) is of 
considerable palaeontological interest as it records 

a major environmental and evolutionary transition 
between the Triassic and Jurassic periods, with a 
snapshot of marine reptile evolution. However, the 
Crispin Hall museum collection originally drew 
little academic attention, doubtless simply because 
it was opened after the original burst of primary 
research into the Jurassic marine reptiles of England 
and Wales. So its reptiles received no significant 
scientific study until the later 20th century. As a result 
ultimately of Delair’s efforts, and the 1978 exhibition, 
the scientific community became more aware of the 
collection from the 1970s onwards, at the time of a 
revival of interest in ichthyosaurs and plesiosaurs, 
using modern palaeontological approaches and 
concepts. Specimens in the collection have therefore 
been increasingly used in published research (detailed 
in an online Appendix). 

This shift was reflected in an academic conference 
on earliest Jurassic life at Street and contemporary 
deposits in July 2009 at the Strode Theatre, Street, 
under the aegis of the Palaeontological Association.93 

In July 2010, the Geological Curators’ Group, Natural 
Sciences Collections Association, SANHS and the 
History of Geology Group of the Geological Society 
of London also held a seminar at the Strode Theatre, 
‘200 years of West Country Sea Dragons’. This 
was on the history of West Country marine reptile 
collecting, marking the bicentenary of the birth of 
the local collector Thomas Hawkins (1810-81).94 

Both meetings were held with the full cooperation 
of the Trust. Visits to the collection were included in 
the programmes. Local residents were encouraged 
to attend the main sessions, and there were keynote 
public evening lectures by, respectively, the 
ichthyosaur specialist Professor Ryosuke Motani in 
2009, and the historian of geology Professor Hugh 
Torrens in 2010.

The Trust has continued to improve the public 
profile of the collection with occasional open days 
and events, such as a pop-up exhibition of the fossils 
during 7-10 September 2017, and a temporary display 
of the late Clive Hooper’s research into the history 
of quarrying at Street, prepared by Sarah Bartlett, a 
volunteer, for 29 October-4 November 2019.

THE COLLECTION IN THE MUSEUM

We have been unable to locate any original register 
or listing of specimens within the trust’s collection 
documentation, so it is impossible to be precise about 
the collection’s past content and how it changed over 
the years. However, some remarks can be added to the 
newspaper reports already cited. We do not attempt 
a detailed listing of the collection, because this is 
beyond the scope of this paper, and older listings are 
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available on the Trust website, while modern museum 
practice favours an online catalogue which can be 
kept up to date in the light of future archival and 
collections work. 

The collection, as described at the museum’s 
opening, was based on the following donations:
Alfred Gillett. The starting-point was evidently, in 
Gillett’s words of 1887, ‘my Collection of Geological 
Specimens [i.e. fossils, and perhaps rocks], Shells and 
Minerals’.95 This should not be taken too literally as 
indicating that he gave his whole collection. Common 
sense suggests that Gillett inevitably retained a 
residue of duplicate and partly prepared specimens, 
and he certainly continued to collect fossils (if not 
necessarily intensively, given his age), but it is not 
known what happened to this material, during his life 
or at his death.96 No geological material is mentioned 
in his will. Moreover, we should not assume that 
his specimens were all local from Street or even 
Somerset. Gillett was sufficiently well off to be able 
to buy specimens from further afield, whether for 
his collection originally or specially for the museum 
display. 
British Museum (Natural History), London: ‘a valuable 
contribution of Fossils’.97 By the nature of its fieldwork 
and acquisition of pre-existing collections, the British 
Museum was apt to accumulate unwanted geological 
specimens. Other museums and schools could apply 
for those, the Keeper usually providing a list of 
specimens from which the requester could choose. 
On 20 November 1884 the Keeper, Henry Woodward, 
reported to the Trustees that Gillett requested 
‘duplicates of fossils for a small public museum for 
Street, which is a manufacturing centre, where several 
thousands are employed in the shoe trade’. He noted 
Gillett’s donation of his fine ichthyosaur to the British 
Museum, with the implication that Gillett deserved 
something in return. The Trustees soon approved 
Woodward’s list of 849 ‘duplicate specimens of 
fossils’ from a range of localities and geological 
ages typical of 19th-century geological collections, 
such as corals from the Devonian of Torquay and 
the Jurassic of Oxfordshire, Old Red Sandstone 
fishes from Scotland, and Cenozoic fishes from Italy. 
They also approved the exchange of five ‘duplicate’ 
trilobites for a silicified coral from Antigua.98 Further 
research would be needed in the future to determine 
how many specimens went to Street; but seemingly 
most or all did, as Gillett referred himself to 800 or 
900 specimens.99 

Interestingly, and slightly surprisingly, the 
specimens acquired included dinosaurian and 
crocodilian material from the classic Cretaceous 
locality of Tilgate Forest, from the collection of the 

famous dinosaur-discoverer Gideon Mantell (1790-
1852) (Fig. 19). Evidently Mantell was not yet so 
historic, or well-thought-of, that the Museum felt 
unable to dispose of this material. Possible reasons 
for this disposal are the rivalry between Mantell and 

Fig. 19 Top, limb bone of a Cretaceous dinosaur (now 
identified as theropod) from Tilgate Forest, Sussex, 

collected by Gideon Mantell (c. 24 cm long). Middle, 
its Street museum label, ‘B. M.’ indicating donation by 
the British Museum (Natural History). Bottom, 1930s 

Street museum label, annotated with the specimen 
number Cd2901 of Bristol City Museum to which the 

specimen was transferred in 1948
(Images: copyright and courtesy City of Bristol 

Museum and Art Gallery)
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Richard Owen, the Museum’s Director until 1883, or 
more likely the reorganisation and clear-out of less 
important specimens consequent on the Museum’s 
recent move to South Kensington. Although not 
particularly impressive specimens, they would 
have been a useful addition to Gillett’s displays, 
representing both dinosaurs proper and Wealden 
strata at the same time.100

Henry Woodward (Fig. 9) and Ellen Woodward: ‘a 
variety of beautiful shells, curious Fossils etc.’101 This 
would have been a personal gift from the Woodwards.

George Jennings Hinde: ‘instructive and valuable 
collection of Fossils from the lower Rocks of 
America’.102 

James Clark (Fig. 2): ‘a fine specimen of 
Ichthyosaurus Intermedius, in a case’. Clark is not 
known to have been a significant geologist.103

Josiah Seymour (Fig. 20): ‘good specimen of 
Ichthyosaurus Communis in a Case’. Josiah Seymour 
(c. 1831-1907) was one of the Seymour family 
of Street quarry operators, so the reptile probably 
came from his own workings. He was a Wesleyan 
Methodist active in local government. His donation, 
support of the Club & Institute, and concern for 
Gillett’s museum, are consistent with his interest in 
local improvement and temperance.104

John Gillett: ‘some very good specimens of British 
shells’. Presumably Alfred’s brother John (1821-
90). John is not known to have had any particular 
expertise, but Alfred was probably keen to have his 
brother’s collection as a contribution to the collective 
venture.105 

Gillett’s statement of gift effectively treated the 
collection as a single whole, given by him, but this 
was clearly intended to include the donations from the 
British Museum and his ‘Friends’, as if made to or 
through him, perhaps for legal simplicity.106 It is not 
clear how much of the museum collection came from 
Gillett, as opposed to the nearly 900 specimens from 
the British Museum (Natural History) to which must 
be added the material from the other donors. Gillett 
himself however commented on the opening day in 
1887 that his ‘contribution was a small one compared 
with the assistance [...] from several kind friends’. 
Conversely, Gillett’s deed for his trust of 1900 stated 
that he had given ‘nearly all of the Specimens’, which 
implies the same legal formality as above, modified by 
some further additions by others after the opening.107 
But this is difficult to assess in the absence of any 

surviving register of loans and donations, while the 
original press accounts of the museum in 1887 are too 
patchy to be a useful basis for comparison. Gillett was 
continuing to collect and to prepare fossils till at least 
the beginning of the 1890s, though this does not itself 
prove that he added to the collection.108 It is not known 
if McMurtrie fulfilled his promise of a ‘small but 
substantial addition’, presumably of Coal Measures 
fossils.109 Woodward reportedly told a SANHS party 
visiting the museum in 1902 in apparently off the 
cuff remarks that ‘the greater portion’ of the museum 
collection had been presented by Gillett, but it is 
uncertain how reliable this is. Material which may 
have come in after the opening included notably ‘a 
collection of cave-remains and flint implements’, 
probably bones and teeth from the Quaternary caves 
of the Mendips.110 The flints perhaps included Gillett’s 
reported finds at ‘Dolberry’ (presumably Dolebury 
Warren) and near Bathford.111 The ‘stuffed and 
mounted Birds’ which the SANHS members saw in 
another room may be, or include, the ‘well-arranged’ 
collection of ‘Somersetshire’ or ‘British’ birds given 
by the executors of the tanner John Columbus Clothier 
(1821-95) of Leigholt House, Street.112 Woodward 

Fig. 20 Josiah Seymour, quarry operator and 
ichthyosaur donor

(Image: courtesy AGT, WN101/05, WHT8/71)
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was given most of the credit for ‘a representative 
local and general series of first class minerals’, but the 
reliability of this comment is not clear, coming from a 
much later source.113

The next known significant change came with the 
1930s reorganisations, already discussed. Much or 
most of the incoming archaeological and ‘bygones’ 
material was on loan; the bottle from the site of the 
New Post Office in North Street, Taunton, presented 
by HM Office of Works, still in the Alfred Gillett Trust 
(AGT) today, is likely to be a stray from this loan. 
Bristol Museum sent a fossil mussel, some Cotham 
‘Marble’, and some social history material. Moa 
(Dinornis, giant bird) bones from New Zealand went 
to the British Museum (Natural History). It was also 
proposed to transfer George Jennings Hinde’s fossils 
there. However, his son Wilfrid G. Hinde (1886-
1973), by then a director of C. & J. Clark, disliked 
the proposal because that Museum already had most 
of his father’s collection. Wilfrid may well have 
reclaimed his father’s specimens, presumably on the 
principle that donations no longer wanted should be 
returned to the donor or the donor’s heirs on request. 
It is strongly suggestive that he made two donations 
of J. G. Hinde fossils and other items to Bristol City 
Museum, in 1938 and 1944, but those need further 
investigation to confirm whether any specimens came 
from the Street museum.114 

In 1940, there was a characteristically gnomic 
entry for ‘Street’ in Where is the – Collection?, the 
scientific bibliographer C. D. Sherborn’s pioneering 
if incomplete and unreliable listing of natural science 
collections: 

Street Museum. Collected by Gillet [sic], 
Clarke [sic] and Hinde. Nothing of value except 
the Ichthyosaurus (E. I. White, 1934). Wallis of 
Bristol had a pick of specimens and books.115

There is no such publication on ichthyosaurs 
as ‘E. I. White (1934)’, so one is left to presume 
that Sherborn’s informant was his British Museum 
colleague Errol White (1901-85) and that White 
had visited Street in 1934, perhaps to advise on the 
ichthyosaurs. 

The report of books going (presumably) to Bristol 
is also hard to understand as the Club & Institute 
library had moved to the new Street Library building 
in the 1920s.116 Possibly the museum had, or retained, 
some for use in the museum room? This moreover 
raises the wider question of how far the Club library 
complemented the museum collection, given the 
self-study ethos of the museum’s founders. We have 
no reason yet to believe that the Club & Institute 
library was in any sense specialist, apart of course 
from books on shoemaking and related matters, as 

the Crispin Hall had been founded in part to provide 
adult education for workers at C. & J. Clark. Further 
investigation would be needed to resolve this at Bristol 
Museum and in the books on various subjects bearing 
bookplates from the Factory Library, Street Club, and 
so on, transferred in recent years from the Library to 
the AGT. Other surviving material now in the Trust, 
such as Woodward’s signed reprints of hispapers, 
might have come originally from the clearance of 
Gillett’s house, or through family members. However, 
one copy of the local author Thomas Hawkins’s giant 
book Memoirs on ichthyosauri and plesiosauri (1834) 
came from another family member, presumably 
independently of Gillett.117

A much greater change happened with the closure 
of the museum and the dispersal of much of the 
collection in 1948. It was stated at the time that: 

The minerals, non-local fossils, and foreign 
shell collections have been allocated to The 
City Museum and College of Art at Bristol, and 
the Museum at Wells.118

Presumably the material sent to the College of Art 
was that unwanted by other museums, and taken in 
as subjects for drawing and painting. The material at 
Bristol has not been investigated fully; that museum 
certainly received geological material, though there 
is a small proportion of material from Street and 
the vicinity, as well as some non-local material still 
at Street.119 Evidently the sort-out was not quite 
complete. It cannot be confirmed that Wells Museum 
received anything but its loans. Its honorary curator, 
H. E. Balch (1869-1958), expressed interest in ‘one or 
two of the smaller framed saurian fossils’,120 but none 
of the reptiles from the Street area are known to have 
been dispersed to other museums (a few fragments at 
Bristol apart, no doubt in error as noted above). It is 
sometimes said that some of the ichthyosaurs were 
dispersed to other museums such as those in London, 
Cardiff and Taunton. But this is an error, evidently 
arising from conflation with the Street museum 
collection as a whole, and the single 1884 ichthyosaur 
donated to the British Museum (but, of course, never 
part of the Street museum).121 It is also unclear what 
happened to the mounted birds, except that some were 
still on the wall of the museum room in 1959 (Fig. 
16, above).

One major uncertainty concerns the number of 
large wall-mounted reptiles: we have too many today, 
so to speak, which makes a pleasant change from 
the usual curatorial problem of finding too few. The 
original press descriptions of 1887 mention only eight 
marine reptiles on the wall, yet about twice as many 
are extant today (depending on where one draws the 
line). Some of the difference might arise if the smaller 
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reptile specimens were put inside empty display 
cases to begin with, and were later displaced to the 
open wall by smaller specimens as the cased displays 
developed. Another likely reason is the addition of 
ichthyosaur specimens by Gillett and others. A little 
counterintuitively perhaps, it would be easier to fix 
another ichthyosaur to the wall than insert another, 
and merely duplicate, ammonite into a display case 
filled with an organised array of specimens on tablets. 
Moreover, individual ichthyosaurs were apt to vary 
markedly from each other, and would not act as 
mere duplicates. One reason is the vagaries of their 
preservation, especially at Street. 

Some of the increase is perhaps accounted for by 
the 1960s addition of three (apparent) ichthyosaurs, 
two large and one small, that had been moved from 
storage in Netherleigh, James Clark’s former house 
close by on the High Street (assuming that they had 
not been moved there in 1948 from the museum). 
Those may or may not include the ‘one or two 
pieces of fossil Ichthyosaurus’ noted above amongst 
the material being gathered for the embryonic Shoe 
Museum.122 

From around 1979 until the building’s recent 
closure, Street Library123 had, on the wall, a glassfibre-
reinforced plastic cast of the classic Street plesiosaur 
‘Plesiosaurus hawkinsi’, made that year at the Natural 
History Museum.124 This was remembered by older 
locals as replacing another fossil, presumably an 
ichthyosaur. The plesiosaur’s unduly large wooden 
case could have been reused from a larger specimen 
or made to the same size to hide the wall scar left by 
its predecessor’s removal, but it might simply have 
been sized to allow the specimen to be attractively 
tilted, with a background scenic painting. The timing 
suggests that any such original fossil was moved for 
the purposes of the 1978 exhibition but not replaced 
in the library, perhaps thanks to damage. It might now 
be with the other ichthyosaurs in AGT. It could simply 
be an ex-Crispin Hall fossil, or come from some other 
source (and see the discussion of casts below).125

The Netherleigh and (perhaps) Library fossils 
might have come from someone’s personal collection, 
unrelated to Gillett’s museum. It remains possible that 
other ichthyosaurs were added to the museum after 
1887. James Clark and Alfred Gillett are obvious 
possible sources, as are quarry operators such as 
Josiah Seymour and Samuel Thompson Clothier. But 
we cannot rule out some other owner. It was easy 
to buy an ichthyosaur in Street, sometimes ready-
prepared and mounted. Such a domestic ornament 
might well become unwanted when its owner’s heirs 
cleared house.126 

So far as is known, no casts, that is, accurately 
moulded replicas for study and display, were made 

of the reptiles in the Street museum collection. This 
is unsurprising. Most marine reptile casts were made 
in the early and mid 19th century. For the reasons 
given above, the collection had attracted no great 
scientific attention. There were already various casts 
of West Country marine reptiles on the market, and 
real specimens were readily available locally. It is 
however quite possible that Gillett followed the 
common practice of buying plaster casts to fill gaps 
in his display. The absence of such casts today does 
not mean much, as they were easily damaged, and 
more likely to be discarded than actual specimens, 
given their perceived lesser value. The most likely 
cast to buy would be a complete Street plesiosaur 
with the characteristic long neck and short head, as 
the plesiosaur in the collection is incomplete. The 
obvious choice would be a cast of exactly the same 
historic Street specimen as the modern Library cast. 
This raises the possibility – but nothing more – that the 
original Library ‘specimen’ was such a plaster cast, 
naturally discarded when the modern replacement 
arrived.127 

The collection extant today at AGT is divided 
somewhat arbitrarily between the large reptiles, and 
the remainder. This no doubt arises from the physical 
split in the collection after 1948, when the small 
specimens were stored separately from the large, 
mounted specimens. The larger specimens comprise 
some 18 medium to large specimens of ichthyosaurs, 
either complete skeletons or partial ones, and an 
incomplete plesiosaur skeleton lacking mainly head 
and neck. They have been numbered 1-19 (without 
prefix) since at least 1968; the chalked numbers are 
visible in photographs of that year (Fig. 17, above). 
As was common with marine reptiles mounted open 
on walls, the old specimen labels were exposed to dirt, 
deterioration and petty vandalism, and were almost 
all lost.128 A printed ‘Plesiosaurus dolichodeirus’ 
label survived on the plesiosaur until the 1970s 
conservation (Fig. 21).

An illustrated checklist of the larger reptiles was 
prepared for the 2009 conference, noting the variety 
of taphonomic phenomena, that is, the different ways 
in which the fossils had decayed and been preserved 
as fossils (Figs 22, 23). This is a particular highlight 
of the collection. Indeed, some specimens are of 
much more interest from this point of view than 
aesthetic appeal, although it is precisely for this 
reason such specimens were likely to be discarded 
in past centuries. Several ichthyosaurs contain the 
disarticulated remains of prey in the body cavities 
(Fig. 24).129

The remaining component of the collection 
comprises some 140-odd smaller fossils and 
miscellaneous modern shells and archaeological 
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Fig. 21 Above, incomplete plesiosaur skeleton, c. 1968, with breaks opening up, dirt and paint, and old label 
(Image: courtesy AGT). Below, in 2019 after 1970s conservation (Image: copyright and courtesy Will Clark). 

Scale in metres. SOMAG large specimen 19
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material. The 1980 list has some 27 fossils of 
vertebrates (fragments of ichthyosaurs and 
plesiosaurs, including a plesiosaur skull, and 
fishes), ten plants, 24 cephalopods (ammonites and 
belemnites), 13 brachiopods, five echinoderms, one 
gastropod, 35 bivalves, 21 corals, and eight rocks and 
minerals. Most of the fossils come from Street, or at 
least the Somerset/Bristol area. A further 22 fossils 
of various groups lack locational data. Thirteen lots 
of archaeological and antiquarian items, mostly from 
Street and Somerset, include worked cores and flints 
from Ivythorn and Compton Dundon Beacon south 

of Street, and Cranmore, and flint arrowheads from 
Ivythorn. Recent animals are represented by two 
elephant teeth and some marine shells.

Many of the smaller specimens were retained by 
glue or pins on wooden or card tablets. Some of the 
tablets show older, blue-bordered labels, provisionally 
identified as Gillett’s original 1880s labels.130 The 
original labels are now on the back of the tablets, 
which were turned over, covered in fresh paper and 
relabelled in the 1930s redisplay (Figs 25, 26, 27). 
Gillett noted abbreviations indicating the donor on 
some specimen labels (‘B. M.’, British Museum 

Fig. 23 Ichthyosaurus communis. A section of backbone is missing, possibly disrupted by scavengers, or when the 
body exploded when bloated with gas. Scale in metres. SOMAG large specimen 16

(Image: copyright and courtesy Will Clark)

Fig. 22 Ichthyosaurus communis, just as its corpse fell to the Liassic sea-floor, seen from underneath. One forefin 
(upper centre) rammed deep into the mud at an angle. As the mud was compressed into rock, the finbones slid past 

each other into their present pattern. Scale in metres. SOMAG large specimen 12
(Image: copyright and courtesy Will Clark)
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(Natural History); ‘G. J. H.’, George Jennings Hinde; 
‘H. W.’, Henry Woodward and Ellen Woodward).131 
Those labels without codes presumably indicate 
specimens from Gillett’s own collection (Fig. 26).

The small specimens are numbered in ink on the 
labels in a simple numerical sequence unfortunately 
duplicating that for the larger reptiles. This numbering 
may have been done after the mid-20th-century 
disposals, and probably in the 1970s or 1980s, as 
some are on spots of white paint or correction fluid on 
top of the 1930s paper (Fig. 27).

Further research into labels, mount construction, 
archival and conservation records, and the location of 
more photographs of marine reptiles in the museum 
room at the Crispin Hall, and elsewhere such as at 
Netherleigh and the library pre-1978, may help 
identify the reptiles’ provenances. Similar research 
into the collection as a whole, in the specimens and 
archives at Street, Bristol, London and elsewhere 
would also throw light on the wider content of the 
collection before the mid-20th-century disposals. 
For now, it is clearly misleading to suggest that the 

original museum in the Crispin Hall was filled by 
Gillett’s personal collection in toto, or that what 
remains today, after the post-war disposals and 

Fig. 24 Ichthyosaurus communis, ribcage containing 
dark mass of mineralised stomach contents. SOMAG 

large specimen 11 (Image: copyright Michael A. 
Taylor, courtesy AGT)

Fig. 25 Tooth of the shark Carcharodon from Malta. Left, original tablet mount with old glue, and 1980 curatorial 
annotation by M. L. K. Curtis. Right, reverse of mount relabelled in the 1930s. SOMAG small specimen 22

(Image: copyright Michael A. Taylor, courtesy AGT)
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additions, corresponds to Gillett’s original collection 
in any simple sense.

STREET’S MUSEUM IN THE WIDER 
CONTEXT OF UK MUSEUM HISTORY

 
William Stephens Clark’s and Alfred Gillett’s aims 
for their museum at Street included the promotion of 
education and self-help, and the preservation of local 
heritage. We now assess those aims within the wider 
context of the time.132 

The Street museum was clearly seen as an addition 
to the civic amenities of what was effectively a 
company village. This, of course, reflects the wider 
view that museums had a role in civic improvement. 
During the later 19th century, as what has been called 
the ‘museum movement’ diffused outwards from the 
larger cities, museums came to be founded in many 
of the smaller towns of Britain. The museum at 
the Crispin Hall can be seen as a latecomer in this 
process, perhaps even a kind of tidemark given that 
the wave of new museums stalled at much this point. 
Crispin Hall-type institutes were common enough 
in company villages, but it seems that few had their 
own museums, and none specifically established by 
the factory-owner donors, let alone something so 
specialised as at Street, although further research 

is needed in this area. The point can be made by 
comparing Street with, for instance, Penicuik, near 
Edinburgh.

Penicuik was in large part a company village, 
dominated by papermaking. The leading mill-owners, 
the Cowan family, were active Liberals and adherents 
of the Free Church of Scotland (one of the non-
established Scottish churches which formed the local 
equivalents of the Nonconformists of England and 
Wales).133 Cowanfamily money was used to build the 
Cowan Institute, explicitly to promote ‘recreation and 
instruction, and [...] the welfare of the community’.134 
Interestingly, two of the Cowans, Charles Cowan MP 
(1801-89) and James Cowan MP (1816-95), were 
Members of Parliament alongside their fellow Liberal 
Duncan McLaren (1800-86), MP for Edinburgh till 
1881. McLaren was married to activist Priscilla Bright 
McLaren (1815-1906), paternal aunt of William 
Stephens Clark’s wife Helen Priestman Bright Clark 
(1840-1927). The Street Clarks kept in regular contact 
with their Edinburgh kin, and ‘Aunt Tilla’, as she is 
known even amongst current generations of Clarks, 

Fig. 27 Fossil twig with 1930s label and a later 
specimen number on a white paint dot. SOMAG small 

specimen 31
(Image: copyright Michael A. Taylor, courtesy AGT)

Fig. 26 Fossil fish Pholidophorus hastingsiae from 
Street. Above, held by pins on a tablet, with 1930s 
label. Below, original label on reverse, the lack of 
donor initials indicating Gillett’s own collection. 
SOMAG small specimen 15
(Image: copyright Michael A. Taylor, courtesy AGT)
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was a strong personality within the scattered Bright 
and Clark clans.135 But the Cowans and McLarens do 
not seem to have been close allies, and the similarities 
between the Street and Penicuik institutes probably 
stem from general practice and the common ethos of 
liberal dissenting capitalist paternalism, rather than 
the one being modelled on the other. 

Unlike that at Street, the museum at the Cowan 
Institute was apparently an afterthought, and a 
decidedly informal one. When a reference library and 
reading room was fitted out a few years after opening, 
some space was allocated for a ‘village museum’, with 
the first donation being two classical amphorae from 
one of the Cowans. The attitude to acquisitions was 
evidently more relaxed than at Street, and the result 
became a small collection of miscellaneous objects of 
local history, archaeology, and natural history, as well 
as items from further afield.136 

This contrast in approaches reflects one then 
ongoing debate about the proper scope of local 
museums. On one view, the indiscriminate acceptance 
of curiosities simply led to a cluttered institution and, 
by implication, municipal shame. Rather, one should 
have a well-organised, and therefore educationally 
optimal, systematic display of relevant objects, which 
was seen as a worthy civic ornament.

A related debate concerned the question of how 
much weight to give local objects in the displays. 
Showing people, including visitors, the productions 
of the district was generally regarded as commendable 
(and preserving local heritage in place was always a 
common reason for opening museums). On the other 
hand, residents arguably deserved to see something of 
the natural history and geology of the world beyond 
their home district. In any case, by their nature, 
systematic displays almost invariably needed to be 
filled out with specimens unobtainable locally, and 
sourced elsewhere; a simple example at Street is the 
dinosaur bone mentioned above. 

It is unlikely that there was much interpretation 
beyond the basic specimen labels in the original 
museum at Street. Rather, it was clearly a systematic 
display for the self-improvement of individuals, to 
complement their own reading and collecting and, 
on occasion, lectures at the Club & Institute. In a 
fascinating review of the museum scene in 1888, 
Thomas Greenwood, Mancunian campaigner for 
public libraries, assessed museums’ roles:

rational amusement of a elevating character 
to the ordinary visitor […] educational 
institution easily accessible to all classes […] 
local objects of interest […] one in a series of 
institutions whose object shall be, to further the 
education of the many and the special studies 
of a few.

Greenwood urged the rational and systematic 
arrangement of displays, and had a horror of random 
acquisition (‘Egyptian mummy placed in a mediaeval 
chest […] cups won by a crack cricketer of the county 
[…] the stuffed relics of a pet pug dog’). He also 
recommended the provision of lectures in conjunction 
with the museum. One might well wonder whether 
Clark and Gillett had read his book – till one realises 
it was published the year after their museum opened. 
Far more likely, Clark and Gillett were responding 
to their own visits to museums, and perhaps 
conversations with friends such as Henry Woodward, 
which reflected the broad consensus that Greenwood 
perceived.137

Nevertheless, within the museum world there was 
increasing concern that such systematic displays did 
not suit the wider public, particularly children. In 
the 1880s, for instance, the physician Sir Jonathan 
Hutchinson (1828-1913), who had used museums in 
his medical teaching, began to develop the Educational 
Museum at Haslemere in Surrey. This was in part to 
explore how best to use museum collections with 
children. Given the Quaker interest in education, it is 
significant that Hutchinson was a birthright Quaker 
and deeply influenced by the Society of Friends, 
although not a formal member in later life.138 That is 
not to say that Clark and Gillett had lacked an interest 
in education: simply that the intended aims were 
different from Hutchinson’s. 

Alas, there seem to have been few visitors to the 
museum in Street, certainly in later years. In the 1920s 
and 1930s, museums of geology and natural history 
were in trouble in Great Britain. There was a greater 
emphasis on observational natural science in the field, 
rather than in the museum.139 More generally, people 
were abandoning earnest Victorian self-improvement 
for the new joys of hiking, cycling, motoring, cinemas 
and dance halls. Geology was no longer regarded as 
romantic, and fewer people appreciated it, especially 
when faced with the impenetrable displays in the old 
style. Moreover, one consequence of the approach 
taken at Street was that even the smallest museums 
tended to have much the same fossils, minerals and 
rocks, and arranged in the same ways, as a significant 
part of their displays. Wider museum thought and 
practice came to place more emphasis on educational 
considerations, and on working with children, as in 
the important reports by Sir Henry Miers in 1928 and 
Sir Frank Markham in 1938. 

The 1930s review at Street showed the 
characteristic display reorganisation of this period 
based on improved interpretation (which implied 
fewer objects across a wider range of topics), and a 
more local focus (with its obvious interest). At Street, 
the emphasis changed, therefore, to local items: 
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fossils, natural history, archaeology and ‘bygones’. 
Moreover, after years of smoky coal-fired heating 
and (initially) gas lighting, one should not discount 
the simple improvement of redecorating the room 
and replacing the faded labels. So, again, Street was 
recognisably in line with contemporary museum 
thinking, even if resources permitted only limited 
improvement (as was true of many other small 
museums). 

The wartime disruption which Street suffered from 
1939 reminds us that this factor, as well as the decline 
of interest in geology, and the lack of specialist 
staff, caused the dispersal and destruction of many 
museum geological collections during and between 
the two World Wars, although others survived till the 
museum revival of the 1960s onwards.140 This raises 
the question: how did the Gillett collection survive, 
even in part, when others were lost? Perhaps the 
most critical moment in the life of a museum is when 
its founder departs the scene. One obvious strategy 
is to ensure institutional support, less dependent 
on individuals. But Gillett’s handover to the Club 
& Institute was only partly successful. The Club 
& Institute had much wider aims than housing a 
sparsely used museum; and the collection occupied 
a large room badly needed for these other activities, 
especially after 1945 (it did, however, house the 
museum at much lower cost than if the museum was 
a stand-alone establishment). Nor was the museum 
linked to any specifically geological local society 
from which a support cadre, already interested in 
the science, could be drawn. Street was just too 
small, with a rural and thinly populated hinterland. 
Nevertheless, what evidently saved the collection was 
the tight connection with Street maintained by the 
wider Clark family, and the ongoing and prolonged 
involvement of members of the extended Clark 
family through subsequent generations. They notably 
served as Trustees for the Club & Institute, Crispin 
Hall, and Gillett’s own trust, often with overlapping 
memberships, as well as directors and managers 
of C. & J. Clark. This ensured an awareness of the 
situation and a degree of continuity from generation 
to generation.

In hindsight, the decision, in the 1930s, to seek 
advice from the South-Western Federation was a 
major factor in the collection’s survival. It was not 
just a matter of knowing what to do with the fossils: 
it was, of course, just as important to be reassured 
that the fossils were worth the resources committed 
to their care. The rationalisation of the 1930s and 
1940s removed material of little local relevance, 
made the collection much more manageable, and 
transformed it into something more suitable for a 
future local museum. This fitted in well with the 

long-term strategic aims of C. & J. Clark for some 
such museum. The care of the collection could be 
largely piggybacked onto the family firm beside the 
latter’s own archives and collections, until the general 
museum revival of the 1960s. This revival was based 
partly on the further incorporation of educational 
practice and modern design in exhibition work, and 
partly on the increasing availability of specialists in 
curation, conservation and design. At Street those 
changes are most obvious in the full development of 
the Shoe Museum in its 1974 form, but they can also 
be observed in the conservation of the reptiles and 
their temporary display in 1978.

In that sense, Gillett’s and Clark’s museum did 
have the informal but vital backup organisation for 
its survival. Indeed, the family curatorial interest still 
continues today. William Stephens Clark’s great-
grandson Richard Clark, a son of Bancroft and Cato 
Clark, remains heavily involved with the new Alfred 
Gillett Trust which now holds the fossil collection. 
He has been a major catalyst for the success of the 
relocation and professionalisation of the family and 
firm’s heritage collections and history. Other family 
members, including some from later generations, are 
now taking their turn as trustees to keep the flag flying 
into the 21st century. 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

We began this paper by suggesting that the little 
museum in the Crispin Hall met the Quakerly 
aims of its originators. Geology was the kind of 
observational science which meshed well with 
Quaker belief.141 Moreover, palaeontology and 
mineralogy are specimen-based, and in part rely on 
museums. So it is not surprising that, for instance, 
William Stephens Clark’s brother J. Edmund Clark 
(1850-1944), science master at the Quaker Bootham 
School in York, donated a Street ichthyosaur (and 
other fossils) to the Yorkshire Philosophical Society’s 
nearby Museum.142 He also gave Street ichthyosaur 
specimens to Birmingham Museum.143 

But the evidence presented here has caused us 
to revise our understanding of the museum’s story 
since our preceding paper. The original collection at 
the Crispin Hall was not simply a matter of Gillett 
placing his existing collection of local fossils into the 
museum room.144 Many fossils came from beyond 
Street or even Somerset, and from other persons and 
the British Museum (Natural History) in London. But 
much, perhaps most, of this display was dispersed 
and the geological collection that survives with the 
Alfred Gillett Trust (AGT) today, in 2023, comprises 
only part (and probably quite a small part) of the 
original museum display collection, as well as a few 
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specimens which might have been added even after 
the museum was closed. So not all the surviving 
collection in the hands of the Trust belonged to Gillett, 
though seemingly much did. However, it is common 
for a museum to take on the name of its originator 
and major donor.145 Moreover, the name ‘Alfred 
Gillett Trust’ justly commemorates Gillett’s efforts 
in establishing Street’s first museum, and recalls also 
its brief widening, in the 1930s, into a broader local 
museum.

Another reappraisal concerns William Stephens 
Clark’s role, and indeed Gillett’s. The obvious first 
response to the idea of a museum was simply to 
base it on Gillett’s collection of local fossils, or a 
selection from it. This immediately met the key aim 
of preserving Street fossils in Street itself. It also 
meant much less work for Gillett. This was not done; 
instead, the effort was made to create a much more 
extensive (if still small) display to meet a specific 
educational purpose. We cannot now know how far 
this thinking was Clark’s rather than – or as well as – 
Gillett’s. But Clark’s speech at the opening is strongly 
suggestive, as is the way in which the museum 
contributed to the specific purpose of the Crispin 
Hall within Street’s civic infrastructure as Clark saw 
it. The focussed approach shown – on both aims and 
scope of content – is only to be expected from such a 
conspicuously competent manager as Clark. But one 
should not forget that Gillett himself was a successful 
businessman – so much so that he could retire early to 
devote his life to gardening and geology. It is perhaps 
possible to sense this in the briskness with which his 
will, completed just before his death, disposed of his 
assets. As noted above, far from Clark reacting to 
Gillett’s donation of his prime reptile to the British 
Museum (Natural History), it may well be that Gillett 
had intended the two donations, to London and to 
Street, as an integrated strategy for the disposition of 
his collection, in conjunction with Clark.

The museum room, with its display cases, was, in 
any case, Clark’s initiative and gift. Yet here we should 
consider whether his spouse Helen also deserves 
credit for this use of the family wealth: we may well 
be missing her involvement in the decision, in a 
world where the boundary between public and private 
activity was strongly gendered. It seems notable that, 
on the day of the Hall’s formal opening in 1885, 
her father John Bright, and her Bridgwater relative 
Francis Thompson, publicly credited her as a donor. 
Further research into her extensive correspondence, 
held at AGT, might throw light on this.146 

Another of our new findings is that Cato Clark, 
trained as a teacher and a geologist, became involved 
with the museum. Indeed, she may well have helped 
prompt the 1930s review. Here, also, the addition of 

‘bygones’ recalls the 1931 temporary exhibition which 
shows a real interest in local and social history within 
the Clark and Clothier families (Esther Clothier, 
Roger Clark). Far from being passive recipients of 
the South-Western Federation’s report, therefore, the 
family members involved at Street might have known 
very well what sort of museum they wanted, even 
if they needed advice and someone to implement it 
in the form of Barbara Gullick. This would not be 
surprising. Some of them were interested in natural 
science or local history, as personal interests, and 
would have seen something of recent museum 
developments on personal visits, society meetings, 
and so on. Another, and no doubt overlapping, subset 
of members – one thinks of Cato Clark especially – 
was keenly involved in local educational work, and so 
would also become aware of museum developments 
from that rather different angle. From another angle 
again, it is entirely likely that family members handed 
down their interests to subsequent generations.

This raises an interesting question about the 
historical record. The sort of informal family support 
given to the museum, and mediated by personal 
knowledge and informal discussion, is perhaps apt not 
to show up in the formal written record. For practical 
reasons, correspondence concerning the collection 
tended to take place through a representative of the 
group of trustees that was relevant at the various 
times, or latterly (after the 1948 transfer to the 
company archives) through the directors and company 
archivists of C. & J. Clark. This correspondence 
no doubt reflects the usually collective view of the 
trustees or directors, often family members, involved. 
But the establishment of the collective decision 
would often be verbal and informal, as most family 
members lived in the Street area (or, if not, visited 
very regularly); so we risk missing the involvement 
of individuals such as Cato Clark. 

This is one of the areas in the history of Gillett’s 
and Clark’s little museum which may well be clarified 
by future research and cataloguing work on the 
archival collection at the current AGT. Another area 
is the growth and dispersal of the collection, both the 
specimens in the Trust and those dispersed to other 
museums. A particularly useful line would be to 
seek photographs of the displays and especially the 
ichthyosaurs in situ in the Crispin Hall and elsewhere, 
notably in the Library, to sort out their provenances. 
The present paper provides a useful basis for future 
research, notably by identifying some of the key 
issues, but also providing a chronological framework, 
for investigating such things as the records of the 
various trusts involved. Another issue on which we 
have been able to say little is the admissions policy 
– who was allowed in, when, and for how much 
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payment? One wonders, for instance, about Sunday 
opening in the early days, as Quakers often dissented 
from strict Sabbatarianism in favour of a more 
humane approach towards people who were busy at 
work on other days.

It is also an interesting question how much impact 
Gillett’s museum had on Street people’s awareness of 
local fossils. For instance, did the museum’s opening 
prompt the ichthyosaur’s adoption by the newly-
established Street Urban District Council for its seal 
in 1894, a few years later?147 This seems unlikely, 
if only because some of the councillors would have 
known about the reptiles already. The original choice 
of Glastonbury Abbey’s coat of arms was, for some 
reason, impossible, so, as William Stephens Clark 
put it, ‘we consoled ourselves by adopting for our 
Council the image of an ichthyosaurus’, which one 
might think much more appropriate. The animal thus 
appeared on the official seal, and on such things as 
the letterhead on official headed paper, and, in recent 
decades, road signs at the entrances to the village 

Fig. 28 Street Urban District Council, on its 
foundation in 1894,

incorporated the ichthyosaur into its formal seal.149

Fig. 29 Road sign for Street village, late 1980s 
(Photo: copyright Michael A. Taylor)

Fig. 30 The municipal ichthyosaur, on the former 
Vestry Rooms, 2023

(Upper photo: copyright and courtesy David B. Hill)

(Figs 28, 29). Street was thus for many years the only 
English local government entity with a fossil marine 
reptile as its emblem (Maidstone in Kent long had the 
local dinosaur Iguanodon as a supporter in its heraldic 
arms, but this is not a marine reptile; and it was only 
in more recent decades that Barrow upon Soar, 
Leicestershire, and Stockton, Warwickshire, adopted 
a plesiosaur and ichthyosaur respectively, both from 
Lower Liassic rocks). The traditional ichthyosaur 
was retained by Street Parish Council on the 1974 
reorganisation (Figs 30, 31).148 More informally, the 
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ichthyosaur also appears on the mug which Street 
Parish Council gave to every schoolchild to mark the 
Millennium in 2000, and on the public clock outside 
the Crispin Hall (Figs 32, 33).

Interestingly, the Street UDC emblem is 
scientifically archaic, in showing an ichthyosaur with 
an almost straight tail. The logo evidently stemmed 
from one of the many 19th-century redrawings of the 
original skeletal reconstruction of a Lower Liassic 
ichthyosaur by W. D. Conybeare in 1824.150 Yet it 
is now known that most ichthyosaurs, such as the 
Jurassic ones found at Street, had kinked tails, the tip 
of the vertebral column sweeping down into the lower 
lobe of a double-lobed tail fin. Those responsible for 
organising the Millennium mug considered whether 
the symbol should be modernised in some way, but 
decided to let it remain in recognition of the long 
history of the village emblem, and Street’s role in the 
study of these reptiles.151

A Street Parish Council initiative, the carving by 
the Tree Pirates chainsaw group of a number of dead 
trees in Merriman Park in 2016, included a sculpted 
ichthyosaur by Simon Smith (Fig. 34).152 Another 
project by Street Parish Council, in partnership with 
Street Library Trust and Mendip District Council, 
commissioned four murals depicting life and work 
in Street by the local artist Jonathan Minshull for the 
wall of the Library Gardens, opposite the Crispin Hall, 
in 2022. One mural shows a Lias quarry of the 19th 
century, with two visitors inspecting ichthyosaurs 
(Fig. 35).153 More widely, the Street and District 
Swimming Club (founded 1975) rather appropriately 
adopted the ichthyosaur as its emblem until a recent 
redesign replaced it with a plesiosaur – if still an 
aquatic reptile (Fig. 36).154

Once the museum was cleared in 1948, there 
would be on public view only the presumed reptile 
in Street Library, whatever it was, until its 1979 
replacement by a plesiosaur (which, of course, looks 
very different from an ichthyosaur). The absence of 
any local display of ichthyosaurs, and the village’s 
rapid growth in recent decades, undoubtedly explain 

Fig. 31 Ichthyosaur graphic on the public defibrillator 
near the Vestry Rooms, 2023

(Photo: copyright and courtesy David B. Hill)

Fig. 32 The 2000 Millennium Mug, distributed to 
every schoolchild in Street

(Photo: Suzie Stevenson, copyright
National Museums Scotland)

Fig. 33 Gilded ichthyosaur weathervane on the public 
clock outside the Crispin Hall, c. 2010

(Image: copyright Charlotte Berry)

22844 SANHS PROCEEDINGS VOL 166 NOV 23



172

SOMERSET ARCHAEOLOGY AND NATURAL HISTORY, 2022

why many Street inhabitants found the village symbol 
bizarre and puzzling. However, the connection is 
becoming better known, partly thanks to the AGT’s 
activities with the collection, and the various 
related conferences, lectures, events, and local news 
media reports. Another source is the local heritage 
information panels at the entrances to the Clarks 
Village shopping centre which was built on part of 
the C. & J. Clark factory site.155 Perhaps conclusive 
evidence of the ichthyosaur’s assimilation into local 
consciousness is its appearance in the graffiti art at 
Street Skatepark (Fig. 37).

In hindsight, it was not just Gillett’s advancing age 
that made it timely for Clark and Gillett to establish 
the museum when they did. The opportunity to make 
new collections would soon be slowly choked off 
by the decline of the quarrying industry through the 
reduction of building in the company village, and 
the introduction of alternative building materials. 
One cannot now make new collections, certainly 
from Street itself (though equivalent strata are, or 
have recently been, worked nearby at Langport 
and Somerton). The surviving collection in Street 
is amongst the largest collections of Street reptiles 
outside the major museums at London, Cardiff 
(including Bath), Bristol, Oxford and Cambridge. It 
has found an increasing role in scientific research, 
besides other collections in the wider diaspora of 
Street reptiles to museums across Great Britain and 
Ireland, and beyond. The more the specimens are 
used in research publications, the more important 

Fig. 34 Dead tree sculpture in Merriman Park, Street, 
by Steven Smith of Tree Pirates chainsaw carvers, 

2016 (Photo: copyright and courtesy David B. Hill)

Fig. 35 A 19th-century Street quarry, with fossil reptiles exposed for sale to visitors such as the two women. One of 
four murals of Street history by Jonathan Minshull in the arcade outside the former Street Library, 2023 

(Image: copyright and courtesy Jonathan Minshull)
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they become to later researchers seeking to verify and 
replicate the earlier observations. 

Our own paper is also timely, for it comes when 
public awareness of Street’s ichthyosaur heritage is 
probably higher than it has been for many years, and 
just as the Alfred Gillett Trust is actively working 
towards brand-new exhibitions at the Grange. We 
look forward very much to seeing how the Trust’s 
collections will be interpreted and displayed as part of 
a new family-friendly museum opening in 2025. The 
Grange is planned to become a new visitor attraction 
for the local area, with the enormous Clarks Village 
footfall passing its doorstep daily. New galleries will 
form the heart of the museum, as well as archive 
and research facilities, and a shop and café. Clark 
and Gillett and the wider Clark clan would surely 
approve wholeheartedly of the educational and 
outreach sessions planned for all ages of child and 
adult. The people of Street will finally have a long-
desired place to show off both their unique history 
and their fine geological collections. All in all, Clark 
and Gillett would be very content with these current 
developments which fit in so well with their vision of 
the 1880s.
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unless otherwise stated. Copies may be in 
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