Margaret McKenzie came to England from New Zealand in 1987. Since 1989 she has lived in Fovant, where she is Secretary of the Fovant History Interest Group.

The reason why I live in England is that I love history, and the older the better. I had a very good history teacher, and I like to know what happened, why it happened, who made it happen - all the things that explain why things are the way they are now.

When I arrived in the village I asked people about its history and they sent me to this person and that person, and everyone would suggest someone else who had stories or pictures or other things. 

It seemed to me that a lot of people knew bits and pieces but nobody had put it all together. So I put a notice in the parish magazine to ask whether people were interested in forming a group to explore and preserve the history of Fovant, and six or seven people replied, so we started the Fovant History Interest Group.

I’ve got to know a lot of the older people in the village, talking to them as well as our particular group. And I just like finding out new things.

Everyone keeps their own precious things - we didn’t want to gather everything together in a little heap like squirrels and create our own museum. But we quickly realised that we needed to record what we were finding out. We started out by making a list of which people knew what, or had which postcards or photographs. 

So when people asked about a particular topic, we could tell them who they needed to speak to. For instance, someone in the village had done research into narrow gauge railways, because there was a railway that ran through the village to the army camp. 

The second thing we wanted to do was research as much as we could to find out new things. We’ve been taping the memories of elderly people who’ve been here all their lives or for a very long time. Those tapes are being transcribed into print.

But in this day and age the place to be is on the web. When we made enquiries about setting up a website it was fairly expensive. I know that it’s possible to set up a website with very little money, or even free, but a cheap website is unlikely to take full advantage of the possibilities of the Internet. We really wanted a professional person who could do it well and avoid the pitfalls that would have made it less effective. 

So we needed financial help for the website, and to print little pamphlets and booklets. We went to the library and got out a list of people who gave grants for local history things. It was Chris Burke at the LHI who was most positive about what we were doing, He said it was exactly the sort of thing the LHI wants to support. 

We were delighted, and the funding has made all the difference in the world. I don’t think we would have been able to do half of what we’re doing without that help. 

The worst thing that has happened since we started all this is that last year there was a rumour in the village that the owner of the pub was thinking of disbanding the small collection of artefacts that had been gathered there into a small World War One museum and passed from hand to hand with the pub owner each time it was sold. 

The collection was originally made by one of the villagers who was in the Home Guard during the Second World War. He started the Badges Society, which is in charge of keeping the carvings clean and clear. 

Losing that collection would have been a real disaster for the village, because the thing that makes Fovant stand out is the regimental badges that have been carved out on the chalk hill overlooking the village. They’ve been refurbished - one could say “saved”, because they were disintegrating and starting to slip down the hillside. This has been done by the Badges Society, a separate trust which concentrates on the badges alone.

During the 1914-18 war, this whole of this valley was a mass of army camps, both tents and huts. The soldiers who came here were waiting to be sent off to France from Southampton, which is close by. When they got bored, they set about creating copies of their regimental cap badges on the hillside by removing the green turf to let the white chalk show through from underneath. Some of them are very intricate. And people come from far and wide to look at them.

When we made enquiries about who actually owned the collection in the pub, we found that nobody really owned it because over the years various people have added to it. So in a way, it really does belong to the village, as part of its history. I got the permission of the pub landlord to make an inventory of the collection, which includes a lot of postcards and letters written about Fovant and the soldiers’ time here. 

The best moment of the project for me was when the new owner of the pub assured us he is very happy for the collection to stay there. It’s the best possible place for the things, because it means people can see them whenever the pub is open.

A lot more people are interested now. One of the things we do is to set up a stall at the Village Fete and show people in the village what we’ve been doing and the information that we have. All our tables are always busy during the whole Fete, with people reading our papers and looking at things we’ve got - and giving us new information.

A lot of people come to visit from quite a long way away, and they tell us how they used be in Fovant at primary school 60 years ago and all that. So we busily take down all this data and put it in its rightful place in our records.

Mick Harden, a local man who is also a member of our group, has made an index of papers that were written by one of the doctors who was here during both World Wars, Dr Clay, whose father and grandfather had also been doctors in the village. The original papers are still with Dr Clay’s relatives, but Devizes Museum and Salisbury library and museum in Salisbury now have typewritten transcripts and a copy of the index so that anyone can easily find what they’re looking for.

We’ve been writing pages for our website - www.fovanthistory.org - and there’s going to be a database on there for people to search. 

We already receive lots and lots of queries from far and wide, including America and Australia, asking about relatives who used to live in Fovant. One of our group, Liz Harden, who was a schoolteacher here, has been researching Fovant history for many years. She not only recorded a lot of the oral history tapes but also collected data on the family trees.

The Internet is a wonderful tool. I’ve been trying to find out about the Army Hospital that was here in Fovant, and I’d been finding it very difficult to get any information. But I sent an Email off to the Australia War Memorial Museum and within 24 hours I got an answer back giving me a site where I could find photographs and all sorts of fascinating information.

That’s what I like, you see - you pull on a thread and lo and behold there’s almost a whole garment. History is people doing things, and having things done to them. Everything hangs together because something happened because of something else that happened because of something else ... the more you go back, the more you can see why we are as we are today.

And today is tomorrow’s history! So one of the things I’m doing is cutting village news out of the newspapers and putting them in a scrapbook so that in 50 years’ time someone else will say, “Isn’t this an interesting scrapbook”!

To any other village thinking of doing something similar to our project, I would say:

Don’t be put off by the size of the job. If you look at the whole forest, it’s ever so daunting. But if you set yourself to do something about one tree, you find you take a step, then another step and away you go.

And don’t be put off by people who’ve been there longer than you saying “You’ve only been here five minutes, why do you want to rewrite our history?” They’ll come round!

