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OBITUARIES

Laurie Fennelly

Our Society has lost a long-standing and hardworking member in Laurie Fennelly who was Leader 
of the Archaeological Section from 1968 to 1976. Laurie’s principal achievement was to re-vitalise 
interest in Island field archaeology. This redressed a long decline which had seized the Society since 
the loss of Gerald Ambrose Sherwin in 1944. Laurie was born in Hastings and completed his education 
at Kings College London. Here he obtained his Masters Degree in French. Whenever speaking of his 
subject, his fascination with Gallo-Roman history and the Latin base of the French language was never 
far away. The reform of English spelling was also close to his heart. 

Laurie joined the Society in 1964 after he and Jane had arrived in the Island from Malvern.  Laurie 
fulfilled the role of Senior Teacher of French at Ryde High School. As Deputy Head, he soon broadened 
the school’s outlook to encompass the archaeology of the Roman villa at Combley. Laurie’s interest 
came in the wake of a minor investigation at this site. His open and inclusive approach fired much 
enthusiasm amongst the Society’s members and soon the excavation was rapidly expanding.  Sometimes, 
the excavators seemed to be led on by that siren whisper which had once so effectively beguiled the 
Island architect and excavator Percy Stone. This was the ever tantalising quest for the complete ground 
plan. Somehow, the grail of enlightenment always seemed to lie waiting in the forthcoming trench.

The chance reporting of some pottery finds by one of his High School pupils led Laurie to a second 
excavation site. This lay at the edge of a spring-sapped hollow in the Greensand ridge at Knighton. 
It was here that a fine medieval pottery kiln and a Late Iron Age settlement were subject to annual 
ploughing. Soon, some Tiberio-Claudian tablewares and a scatter of Dressel 1 amphora fragments 
were showing how a Vectensian family had been able to wine and dine its way through the opportune 
years leading to the Roman Conquest of AD 43.

When the Inspectorate of Ancient Monuments stepped forward to fund rescue archaeology in the Island 
in1974, it was Laurie who was prompt to volunteer for the un-enticing job of Honorary Treasurer to 
the new Isle of Wight Archaeological Committee. In the annual round of fund negotiations Laurie’s 
quiet and dry good humour was an asset to all who were to enjoy the good fruits of his labours. These 
efforts were to lead to the production of the Vectis Report and to the establishment of the Isle of Wight 
County Archaeological Unit in 1981. 

Not long after his retirement from Ryde High School, Laurie left the Island for Southampton. After Jane’s 
death, time advanced on Laurie and the final reports on his two principal excavations never reached the 
printed page. Fortunately his ever-open and candid spirit of enquiry had always been readily shared 
with his colleagues and friends. His field archives may yet be published to fill a significant academic 
gap in Iron Age and Roman Wight but as a devout defender of the heritage, and as a champion of 
educational opportunity and egalité, he leaves a gap which cannot be so readily bridged.
 
David Tomalin
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Bob Adams

The year 2002 has seen the passing of Bob Adams, a long-standing member of the Society who had 
quietly and efficiently promoted the care and protection of the historic landscape. Bob came to the Island 
from Louth in 1949. His earlier career as a water engineer had brought him from Tipton to Chesham, 
West Mendip and Cornwall. The years 1950 to 1964 saw Bob as Engineer to the Isle of Wight River 
Board. From here, his role passed to the management of the river and drainage section of the Isle of 
Wight River and Water Authority. His career in water management was completed as a senior officer 
working within ambit of the Southern Water Authority. 

In 1975 Bob joined the Isle of Wight Archaeological Committee as the representative for the Water 
Authority. It was here that his sound knowledge of committee procedure and protocol enabled him 
to keep a goodly number of red herrings firmly sealed within their tins. Bob’s familiarity with certain 
mammalian species was also highly valued. This would enable an unwelcome stalking horse, a March 
hare or a bum steer to be promptly identified and held safely at bay.

Bob’s detailed personal knowledge of the island was formidable and it would often seem that there 
was not a single water meadow, mire or duck board which had not escaped the tramp of his boot. For 
Island archaeologists and geomorphologists, Bob was able to offer two particularly valuable areas of 
expertise. The first was the evolution of Brading Haven and the history of the Eastern Yar. The second 
was his remarkable knowledge of land drainage throughout the Island. This was backed by a very fine 
typology collection of land drainage pipes of every imaginable kind.  Bob served on a variety of Isle of 
Wight committees and could always be counted upon to see that the best and right public interest was 
served. The securing of public access to Mical Morey’s Hump has been typical of these achievements.

David Tomalin
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