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MAYFLOWER HISTORY IN HARWICH
ON THE TRAIL OF THE PILGRIMS IN ESSEX
By Laura Porter
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This maritime heritage town on the northeast coast
of Essex has a fascinating history. It is probably best
known for being the home of Christopher Jones,
Captain of the Mayflower, who in 1620 took the
first separatists (pilgrims) to America.

Queen Elizabeth I visited in 1561 and called
Harwich ‘a pretty town’. Harwich was loyal to the
Queen and dispatched three of its own merchant
ships to help defeat the Spanish Armada in 1588.
The flagships of the two main English commanders
were mastered by Harwich men: Thomas Gray
being master of Lord Howard of Effingham’s
flagship, the Ark Royal, while his brother, John Gray,
was master of Drake’s flagship, the Revenge.

DID YOU KNOW?
While Harwich in Massachusetts, USA, is
pronounced har-witch it’s not the same for the
English town. Harwich in Essex is pronounced more
like ha-rij.

Thomas Gray’s daughter, Josian, married
Christopher Jones, the Captain of the Mayflower.
However, Harwich’s associations with the New
World pre-dates Jones’s historic voyage.

LOCATION & TRAVEL

Situated geographically on the east coast of England,
it has long been considered ‘the Gateway to the
Continent’ with its access across the North Sea
to Holland and Scandinavia. So it is in keeping with
the town’s maritime history that it was home to
Christopher Newport who sailed to America in
1606. By the time the Mayflower sailed for America
in 1620, Harwich was already established as a town
from where ships and sailors could be recruited for
trans-Atlantic expeditions.

Harwich is a coastal port in the county of Essex.
Eighty-four miles northeast of London, you can
reach Harwich Town station by rail in around 1.5
hours from London Liverpool Street. Or, if you
choose to drive from London, it can take 1.5-2
hours.
Outside of the historic town in Parkeston, Harwich
has the UK’s second busiest passenger ferry port.
The harbour is the largest between the Humber
in the north of England and London. It was created
by a storm surge in the 1100s, a quirk of fate that
gave rise to the area’s long and fascinating seafaring
history. Even though the port was a target for
German bombing on the way back from Coventry,
there are many listed buildings in the area.

CHRISTOPHER NEWPORT
Born in Harwich in 1561, Newport had an
adventurous life at sea serving with Drake in the
Cadiz expedition in 1587 to “singe the King of
Spain’s beard” and later as master of a privateer
owned by London merchants.

DID YOU KNOW?

His first voyage to the West Indies was in 1590
where he lost his right arm during a battle off
Havana. But he returned in 1592 and amassed a
considerable fortune by capturing the treasureladen Portuguese ship Madre de Dios. Finally,
peace with Spain put an end to the privateering
adventures.

In November 1918, shortly after the Armistice of
WWI, approx. 200 German U-boats surrendered in
Harwich Harbour.

PRE-MAYFLOWER HISTORY
Situated on the confluence of two rivers – Stour
and Orwell – Harwich has a safe, natural harbour
which has been used by warships over hundreds of
years. Not only an important naval town, but it also
has a long history of shipbuilding.

By 1606 he was appointed Admiral of the Navy
by King James I. The Council of the London
Company wished to establish a colony in Virginia
and appointed Newport “to have sole charge and
command until such times as they shall fortune to
land upon the said coast of Virginia”.

The attractive old town was built on a grid pattern
in the thirteenth century by the Earl of Norfolk.
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He wasn’t the first to try as Thomas Cavendish
had landed in Virginia in 1585 as part of a fruitless
attempt to start a colony there. Newport’s fleet
set sail on 14 December 1606 and arrived at
Chesapeake Bay on 26 April 1607. (Among the
passengers was Captain John Smith who went on
to be saved by the young Pocahontas.) He then
travelled upriver for 50 miles and established
the first permanent English settlement in North
America which they named Jamestown.

this brought the start of the English Reformation
in 1533. Unhappy with the English church, a group
of religious separatists planned to escape overseas.
Following failed attempts and time in prison, the
group eventually made it to Leiden, Holland in 1608
and lived there for 12 years.
In August 1620, an agreement was made with the
Virginia Company to travel to the New World and
create a new community. The Leiden separatists
set sail on the Speedwell for England to meet the
Mayflower – a vessel previously used for exporting
English woollens and importing French wines and
even a whaling excursion off Greenland. When in
port she was probably moored at the end of King’s
Head Street where her master and part-owner,
Christopher Jones, lived (in a house that is still
standing).

Newport served on the colony’s seven-man council.
He made two further voyages to bring supplies for
the colonists, but disease, famine, disillusionment
and hostility with natives saw numbers dwindle.
Following his American adventures, Newport joined
the East India Company in 1612. His final trip to
the East was one way. As Captain of the Hope, he
arrived in Bantam, Indonesia, on 15 August 1617 but
died a few days later aged 57. He was, most likely,
buried at sea.

The Speedwell soon because unfit for purpose,
so everyone had to fit on the Mayflower. Of
the 102 passengers, 41 were from the original
Leiden community, and there were 61 economic
migrants from England seeking trade and fortune,
plus up to 30 crew. (As an aside, after the
Speedwell’s disastrous performance it went on to
subsequently make many profitable voyages without
complications. Her withdrawal may have been
through the cunning of the captain rather than her
unseaworthy state.)

Christopher Newport’s association was Jamestown;
however, was not at an end. The Newport children
apparently established themselves in the Virginia
colony. In 1619, Christopher’s son requested
a court order for a portion of what had been
granted to his father for service to the Virginia
Company. The land was located in the vicinity of
present-day Newport News on the James River. In
1621, Elizabeth Granville, Christopher’s daughter,
received a grant from Virginia for 3,500 acres and
Christopher Newport is listed as a patentee of land
in Virginia in 1622-23.

The Mayflower finally sailed into Plymouth Harbour
on 16 December 1620. The weather was so bleak
the Mayflower remained home for the majority of
the passengers. Sadly, 45 died in the first winter.
Despite the loss of key members of his crew
through disease, Jones was able to sail the
Mayflower back to England in less than half the
time, only 31 days. He reached Rotherhithe, London
on 6 May 1621 where – after a subsequent trip to
France – Jones was recorded as dying the following
year.

THE MAYFLOWER
While Jamestown struggled on, it was the arrival
of the ‘Pilgrim Fathers’ in 1620 that shaped the
defining self-perception of how America was
colonised. More than 30 million US citizens can
trace their ancestry to the 102 passengers, plus the
crew, who sailed on the Mayflower for a fresh start
in the New World. 2020 commemorates the 400th
anniversary of the Mayflower’s pioneering voyage.

The last owners of The Mayflower in 1624 were
another Harwich man, John Moore, and Jones’s
widow who still owned a quarter share. Whereas
the Mayflower had, in 1609, been valued at £800,
when it reached the breaker’s yard, and everything
was sold off; it was appraised at just £128.8.9

When King Henry VIII broke away from the
Catholic Church to divorce Catherine of Aragon,
6

(pounds, shillings, pence).

three other members of the party on board the
Mayflower when it sailed in 1620. The ship’s Pilot,
Robert Coppin, might have been from the Coppin
family of Harwich. Richard Gardiner was a seaman,
and he was baptised in Harwich in 1582. Records
suggest he was a part-owner of the ship, returning
with it to England.

CHRISTOPHER JONES
Christopher Jones was born in Harwich around
1570 to a shipping family. He was baptised and
married twice at St Nicholas Church. His father
bequeathed him a share in the Mary Fortune ship
while his first wife, Sara, inherited a share in her
late father’s ship, Apollo.

John Alden is perhaps one of the more famous
of the Mayflower passengers as it is said he was
the first to step ashore. He was a cooper looking
after the barrels on board that stored all the ship’s
food and water. The Alden family had a number
of generations who lived in Harwich and were
related through marriage to Christopher Jones’
family. William Russell’s son Robert married Sibill,
widow of Christopher Jones Senior, making him
Christopher Jones’s stepfather. Russell had a sonin-law called John Alden who also had a son called
John. Essentially, it looks like Christopher Jones and
John Alden Senior were cousins.

Sara Twitt was his neighbour and lived in the house
opposite on King’s Head Street (now the Alma
Inn). They married at St Nicholas Church on 23
December 1593. They had one child who sadly died
as an infant, and Sara later died in 1603. He married
Josian a few months later, and their marriage
produced eight children – four born and baptised in
Harwich before the family moved to Rotherhithe,
London in 1611. (Although it seems that Josian
moved back to Harwich while Christopher Jones
was abroad as their youngest child was baptised at
St Nicholas Church too.)

Unlike Jones, Alden chose to stay in America and
was one of the main builders of the early colonies
until his death in 1687.

In 1601 Jones was one of 77 men who took the
oath and was elected freeman of the Borough of
Harwich. His name is listed as one of the 24 capital
burgesses (a similar role to that of a modern town
councillor) on the Royal Charter granted to the
Borough by James I in 1604.

MAYFLOWER 400
COMMEMORATIONS
Starting from Thanksgiving 2019, there are twelve
months of commemorations taking place at
landmark locations in the UK, Netherlands and
the US. The 400th anniversary commemorates
the legacy of the passengers and the crew who
undertook the epic journey inspired by an
unquenchable desire for freedom, and for whom
the voyage promised newfound liberty.

There may well have been dozens of ships called
the Mayflower. The Mayflower was considered to
be a lucky symbol, and therefore many shipbuilders
put a mayflower on their vessels. Not only was
Christopher Jones prospering from trade, but he
was also involved in shipbuilding. He named one
ship Josian, after his second wife.

The Illuminate Light Festival formally opens
and close the Harwich commemorations on 29
November 2019 and in November 2020.

Luckily records have confirmed that “Christopher
Jones of Harwich” was the “master of the
Mayflower of the same place” from at least August
1609 when he sailed on a trading voyage to
Norway. Other records imply he had purchased his
quarter share in the vessel a year or two previously.

The home of Christopher Jones, Captain and partowner of the Mayflower, will open to the public for
the first time for 2020. And updated visitor trails,
with Mayflower 400 markers on the pavements, will
highlight the town’s Mayflower heritage.

HARWICH CONNECTIONS
Harwich may also have been home to at least

A new Mayflower 400 Visitor Centre will open in
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the grounds of St Nicholas Church with a dedicated
exhibition exploring the town’s role in the
Mayflower’s journey, including a range of artefacts
that have never been publicly displayed before. And
The Harwich Mayflower Festival, a new event in
development specifically for 2020, will see a range
of Mayflower-themed events and activities take
place across the town.

in service at Clacton-on-Sea, Essex from 1968 to
1984.
You can also visit the RNLI Harwich Lifeboat
Station to see the inshore boat housed in
the building and the offshore lifeboats on the
waterfront.
Treadwheel Crane

You can check all the latest news online at
Mayflower400UK.org.

Harwich is believed to be the only town that has
a British example of a two-wheel man-operated
Treadwheel crane. It dates back to 1667 and was
built to lift stores in the Naval Yard. Based on a
Roman design, the crane was worked by men
walking in the interior of the two large wheels to
raise and lower goods and materials (think of it like
a human-sized hamster wheel).

THINGS TO DO IN HARWICH
Walking Tour
The Harwich Society was founded in 1969 to help
preserve this ancient seaport town. The Society has
produced a leaflet of the Harwich Maritime Trail,
and they offer free guided walking tours throughout
the summer. Other tours can be arranged.

It remained in use up until 1920 and was capable of
lifting up to two tonnes. It was moved to its present
site on Harwich Green in about 1932.

Ha’penny Pier

High and Low Lighthouse

Constructed in 1853, this is one of the UK’s only
surviving wooden, working piers. It was a popular
departure point for paddle steamers until the First
World War.

The High Lighthouse, a Grade II* listed building,
was constructed in 1818 as one of a pair of leading
lights signalling the safe approach to Harwich
Harbour. The High Lighthouse height is 90 ft, and
the Low Lighthouse is 45 ft. The High Lighthouse
is set back about 650 ft landward so ships could
see them both and line them up to navigate into
Harwich Harbour.

The name of the pier originates from the ½d
(half an old penny) toll that was charged. Today,
the charming and typically nineteenth-century
ticket office has the Visitor Centre (open May to
September).

The High Lighthouse is the work of two eminent
architects of the period: John Rennie the Elder,
whose other works include the London bridges:
Waterloo, Southwark and London Bridge; and
Daniel Asher Alexander, who designed Dartmoor
and Maidstone Prisons. Also constructed in 1818,
the Grade II Low Lighthouse is solely by John
Rennie, the Elder.

Electric Palace Cinema
The Electric Palace Cinema opened in 1911 making
it one of the UK’s oldest purpose-built cinemas.
When I visited in spring 2019, it was closed
for renovations, but it will open in time for the
Mayflower 400 events.

The High Lighthouse has an exhibition on the
history of the lighthouse and the ‘Kindertransport’
story. The Low Lighthouse houses a maritime
museum and is a great vantage point to view the
harbour from the lantern. Do also see the nearby
colourful beach huts along the seafront promenade.

Lifeboat Museum
This small museum is in Harwich’s first lifeboat
station built-in 1876. It tells the story of the lifeboat
service in Harwich since 1821. It has the ‘Valentine
Wyndham-Quin’ – an offshore lifeboat which was
9

DID YOU KNOW?

been used as a military fort since the 1500s but
was decommissioned in 1956 and had been left
abandoned until the Harwich Society took over.

In 1938 the first ‘Kindertransport’ arrived in
Harwich bringing some 200 children from a Jewish
orphanage in Berlin. Many were housed in a
summer camp in Dovercourt Bay.

St Nicholas Church
When you are looking for US connections, you
need to visit St Nicholas Church. Christopher
Newport, leader of the expedition which founded
Jamestown in 1607, was baptised in the old church
in 1561. And Christopher Jones, master of the
Mayflower, was twice married in the old church, in
1593 and 1603.

Redoubt Fort
The Redoubt Fort was built in 1808-1810 as part
of the coastal defences against threatened invasion
during the Napoleonic Wars. It was in continuous
military use until 1920, and the Harwich Society
has had it since 1969. The Harwich Redoubt is the
largest ancient monument in the country being
restored by a voluntary group.

There has been a church here since 1177 and this
graceful church constructed in 1822 is a good
example of industrial architecture. Its simple neoGothic style incorporates slender iron columns,
a wonderful organ and interesting monuments
to seafarers. As a military and naval church, it’s
impressively large as it can seat 1,500.

The circular fort is 180 ft in diameter. It was built
on two levels with accommodation for 300 men on
the lower level. Many of the soldier’s rooms have
displays and historic collections, making this an
interesting military museum.

The old medieval town wall can be seen at the
back of the grounds, and the separate church hall
building will be the Mayflower Visitor Centre in

Do also take a walk up Beacon Hill as there
are great views from the fort. Beacon Hill has
10

2020.

LAURA’S HARWICH TOP 10

Christopher Jones’s House

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Christopher Jones lived at 21 King’s Head Street,
and the building will be open to the public in 2020.
A significant part of his former abode will be
restored to its original features with a museum of
exhibits available to visitors.
Opposite is the Alma Inn which was where Jones’s
first wife Sara lived.
The Guildhall
Harwich’s Georgian Guildhall is the only Grade
I listed building in Harwich. Built in 1769 on the
site of The Bear Inn, The Guildhall has held council
meetings since 1673, and it remains the meeting
place and administrative home for Harwich Town
Council.

Walking tour with Harwich Society
Ha’Penny Pier
The Guildhall
Seal watching
Redoubt Fort
LV18
High and Low Lighthouses
Christopher Jones’s House
St Nicholas Church
Dovercourt Bay beach

it was fitting to find the last surviving example of a
manned light vessel in British waters moored here.
Mariners navigating their way through the
dangerous waters around our coast are still
protected from running aground by stationary
lightships anchored at sea as well as lighthouses on
land. However, today’s light vessels are all automatic
and unmanned. This unique, historic vessel is the
only surviving lightship not to have been stripped of
its accommodation, and it has been restored by a
dedicated team of volunteers.

The oak-panelled Council Chamber on the first
floor has a portrait of Queen Elizabeth II, signed
by Her Majesty during a visit in 2004 to mark the
400 year anniversary of the Royal Charter of 1604.
(Copies of the Charter are on display too, bearing
the name of Christopher Jones, the master of the
Mayflower).

Built in 1958, LV18 served with a crew of nine
seamen on some of the most exposed stations
around the coast before being decommissioned in
1994. The cabins have been decorated to represent
the ‘50s, ‘60s and ‘70s for the seamen who would
have spent a month at sea.

A ground floor room was used to hold prisoners
waiting to be tried or sentenced. Etched into the
bare, wooden walls are elaborate carvings of ships,
gallows and symbols to ward off evil spirits, all of
which date from the late eighteenth century. One
carving is of a ship flying the Stars and Stripes
dating from the time of the American War of
Independence, and another is of a hot air balloon.

In 1999 Tony O’Neil chartered LV18 for restoration
and a revival of broadcasting offshore radio. There
is a radio station plus displays about Radio Caroline
on board, and DJ Johnny Walker is the patron of
the trust who cares for the vessel. LV18 can be
seen in the 2007 Richard Curtis film ‘The Boat That
Rocked’ about illegal offshore pirate radio.

DID YOU KNOW?
Samuel Pepys, the famous diarist and First Secretary
for the Admiralty, was MP for Harwich in 16791685.

LV18 opened as a visitor attraction in 2011. It
also has some of Tony’s 1,600 vintage radios on
display as Trinity House was one of the first users
of wireless transmissions which greatly improved
safety at sea.

LV18 Pirate Radio Ship
As Harwich is the operational headquarters of the
navigation and lighthouse authority, Trinity House,
11

Note: LV18 may be moving to Ipswich in Suffolk, but
if it does I still recommend a visit.

Dovercourt Bay Beach
Harwich has a shingle beach area but follows the
coast round to Dovercourt Bay, and you’ll find a
Blue Flag sandy beach (an eco-certification awarded
for cleanliness).

DID YOU KNOW?
The Headquarters of Trinity House is based in
Harwich. They control all lighthouses and buoys
around the country.

EAT AND DRINK

Seal Watching
I was amazed when I heard there was the chance
to go seal watching off the Essex coast. As someone
raised in the county, you would have thought I
knew about this, but it was a wonderful surprise.
The team who run the ferry to Felixstowe and
Shotley also have ‘Gloria’ – a 34-seater vessel
that takes you to see the 150 seals on the Walton
backwaters. Seals prefer areas where rivers flow
into the sea because these waters are permanently
ice-free.You’ll see the seals happily resting on
the mudbanks. The russet colouration on both
the harbour seals (Phoca vitulina) and grey seals
(Halichoerus grypus) is due to the iron oxide-rich
mud.

There were over 50 pubs in Harwich, and you can
find out more about them on the Historic Harwich
Pub Trail website. I was told The Globe is the oldest
pub dating back to 1753 with original seventeenthcentury timbers inside. The New Bell Inn is also
making a claim for the oldest hostelry with “est.
1743” emblazoned outside.
The Alma Inn and Dining Rooms has been at the
centre of Harwich life since the 1850s serving
ale to the citizens and sailors. It’s also where
Christopher Jones’s first wife, Sara Twitt, lived. I
stopped off here for lunch and enjoyed great food
and excellent service. There are real ales on tap
making this is a fantastic traditional English pub. The
Hanover Inn is another traditional pub that serves
recommended pub grub.
If the weather is nice, Café on the Pier is lovely to
sit outside. Even if you just want a cuppa, the coffee
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is excellent. Jacks Snax is a burger van on The Quay
where the bacon rolls are superb. If you’re looking
for fish and chips, Pieseas Chippie is good but do
note that everything is cooked in beef dripping.

between 1979 and 1987.

FURTHER AFIELD
You can take a small ferry from Harwich Ha’Penny
Pier over to Felixstowe or Shotley in Suffolk.

Recommended restaurants include The Crown
Post and Thai Up At The Quay (both closed on
Mondays). I dined at the wonderful Pier Restaurant
at the Pier Hotel. It’s the perfect place to watch
the sunset as it’s on the first floor overlooking
the harbour. It’s an elegant brasserie where the
food looks as amazing as it tastes. I do hope the
Mayflower 2020 menu continues as it offered great
value for such high-quality dining.

On Shotley peninsula use the AONB (Area of
Outstanding Natural Beauty) Shotley Walk Explorer
for a selection of circular walks. And there’s the
HMS Ganges Museum about the Royal Naval
training ship.
At Felixstowe, the ferry brings you right to the
shingle beach so you could simply play there for the
day.You arrive next to the View Point Cafe so could
grab a cuppa or an ice-cream and sit outside to
watch the container ships. The Port of Felixstowe
is Britain’s busiest container port and one of the
largest in Europe. It welcomes around 3,000 ships
each year including the largest container vessels
afloat today.

DID YOU KNOW?
Sir Thomas Lipton, the tea millionaire, owned a
shop in the 1880s on Market Street.
ACCOMMODATION
I stayed at The Pier Hotel and was very impressed.
There are just 14 bedrooms and the spacious
interiors and design reference Harwich’s industrial
past but deliver a striking balance between function,
luxury and glamour. My extra tip would be to
try and book the Mayflower Suite in the ‘Angel’
annexe as it is just wonderful. The huge windows
are overlooking the harbour which meant I sat
near the window and simply watched the world go
by for hours. Oh, and as a quirky aside, do use the
hotel toilets on the ground floor too as there’s a
recording of the shipping forecast for background
‘music’.

Landguard Common includes the fort, museum,
bird observatory and the Nature Reserve. It’s a
‘Site of Special Scientific Interest’ because of the
rare Coastal Vegetated Shingle Habitat. Landguard
Fort, at the mouth of the River Orwell, defended
Harwich Harbour and the east coast for over 400
years. The current fort was built in the eighteenth
century and modified in the nineteenth century. It
played an important anti-aircraft role during the
Second World War and was disarmed and closed
in 1956. It’s Grade I listed with a maze of rooms,
tunnels and passageways to explore.

A pub stay is another option, and there are five
rooms at The Alma Inn. In Dovercourt, The Bottle
Kiln is a JD Wetherspoon Hotel and pub with nine
rooms in a former mill.

WHAT’S ON
Historic Harwich Town has quite a few annual
events. Each May there’s the Harwich Ale Trail and
the Mayor-Making Ceremony. Harwich Festival is in
June and Harwich Secret Gardens is in July. October
is the International Shanty Festival, November is the
Winter Ale Festival, and there’s always a fireworks
display for New Year’s Eve.

Next to The Pier Hotel, and opposite Ha’Penny Pier,
is Quayside Court that was the old Great Eastern
Hotel and there are Airbnb options available.

DID YOU KNOW?

And, of course, Illuminate 400 marks the start of
the Mayflower 400th anniversary on Friday 29
November 2019 and the end on November 2020.

Hi De Hi, the popular TV comedy series was
filmed at the Warner Holiday Camp in Dovercourt
13

THE LIFE OF A QUEEN
THE SISTERS: ELIZABETH AND MARGARET
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“Lilibet is my pride, Margaret is my joy,” said
their father, King George VI. That’s a pretty telling
statement from someone who knew them so
well. Elizabeth, older by four years, was organized,
composed, and responsible from a young age.
Margaret was fun, lively, and commanded attention.
The girls’ nanny, Marion Crawford, would
sometimes ask for Margaret not to be invited to
the same events as Elizabeth once they got older,
just so Elizabeth would have a chance to shine.
The sisters, however, got along remarkably well,
their personalities complementing each other. As
children, Margaret was the one playing pranks on
the staff while Elizabeth watched and giggled from
the sidelines, and when Elizabeth would get up
during the night to organize and lay out her clothes
for the next day, it was Margaret who would
get her to take a deep breath and let it go. They
showed fierce loyalty to one another throughout
the years. In fact, Margaret said later in life, “I’ve
only twice ever had a row with my sister.”
Margaret was born in 1930 in Glamis Castle (of
Macbeth fame), in Scotland—the first member of
the royal family born in Scotland in 300 years. Since
she was just four years younger than her older
sister, they were educated together, at least until
Elizabeth became heir presumptive and needed a
more rigorous education. Margaret sometimes felt
like she was a little shortchanged in her education
as compared to her sister, but she was considered
very intelligent and quick, as well as clever and
witty.
While horses weren’t her passion in quite the
same way as they were with Lilibet, she was an
accomplished rider, swimmer, and pianist. She was
considered too young during World War II to serve
as Elizabeth did, but that didn’t shelter her from the
learning experiences of the war, hiding in the bomb
shelter under Windsor Castle and interacting with
the Grenadier Guards. And she loved her fun with
the Girl Guides, both at Buckingham Palace and
in the war years at Windsor, getting dirty, making
new friends, exploring the outdoors—in her older
years and until her death she served as President
and Chairman of the Council of the Girl Guides
Association.
Royal Tours with her sister and parents were
a great education as well, touring for the first time
in 1947 around South Africa. They were a close,
happy family, enjoying their time together as “we

four.” Her parents doted on Margaret in a way that
they maybe didn’t with Elizabeth. As much as their
parents tried to treat them the same, they weren’t
the same and didn’t have the same future ahead of
them.
Margaret commented on their diverging paths
when Elizabeth was crowned Queen in 1953: “I’ve
lost my father, and I’ve lost my sister. She will be so
busy. Our lives will change.” While their lives did
change, their relationship stayed much the same.
Elizabeth did not like confrontation with anyone,
but least of all her beloved sister. Like her parents
had, and her mother still continued to do, Elizabeth
tried to let her younger sister do her own thing
without wanting to interfere much. That didn’t
work out quite as well when Margaret fell for her
father’s equerry, Peter Townsend.
Margaret first met Group Captain Peter
Townsend when he started working for her father
in 1944 when she was just fourteen years old—he
was thirty but didn’t pay her much notice yet. He
had already been equerry (an official member of
the royal family’s household staff) for the previous
King George and was a dashing, decorated war
hero from the Battle of Britain serving in the Royal
Air Force. More importantly, for this story anyway,
he was married with two sons. With Townsend and
Margaret running in the same close circles for so
long, their romance didn’t become evident to the
family and staff until a trip to Balmoral in 1951.
By 1952 when King George VI died, Townsend
was divorced and working for the new Queen
Elizabeth, and he and Margaret were quite the item,
although that was not yet evident to the press.
Late that year, after Queen Elizabeth had taken the
throne but before her coronation, Townsend told
the Queen’s secretary, Tommy Lascelles, that he and
Margaret wanted to marry. Lascelles promptly took
that message to the Queen for a serious discussion
because, of course, it wasn’t that simple.
According to the Royal Marriages Act of 1772,
no member of the royal family who is in direct line
for the throne (Margaret at this point was number
three, after Elizabeth’s children Charles and Anne),
could marry without the sovereign’s permission
before the age of 25, and after age 25, they had to
get the permission of the Privy Council then wait a
year to be sure there were no objections. In 1952,
Margaret was only 22, sixteen years younger than
Townsend. Elizabeth was in a dilemma.
15

Even though Margaret seemed a long way from
ascending the throne, if something happened to
Elizabeth, her sister would act as regent for a child
king (in this case, Charles), this was not something
to be taken lightly. As sovereign, Elizabeth could give
her permission for her sister to marry a divorced
man if she wanted to, even though that was not
how the royal family worked and traditionally
divorced persons did not socialize with the Queen.
As Head of the Church of England, however,
Elizabeth could not approve the match, nor did
she want to, she was very religious and very antidivorce. Uncle David, now Duke of Windsor’s
abdication to marry the (scandalously) divorced
Wallis Simpson was still fresh in everyone’s minds,
and no one was eager to relive an experience like
that.
This marriage issue quickly became a topic of
discussion for Prime Minister Winston Churchill,
and senior members of Parliament. The consensus
was that if something happened and Margaret
became Queen, the children of Margaret and the
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divorced Townsend would then be heirs to the
throne, and that was unacceptable. By this point,
the press had caught on to the romance, making
this a royal scandal. At Elizabeth’s coronation,
Margaret and Townsend were seen acting cozy, with
her brushing lint off his lapel; the public was now
paying attention, which meant the Queen had to
tread lightly. Lascelles did all the communicating
with Churchill and the press on the issue, seeming
to leave Elizabeth out of it (she doesn’t like
confrontation, remember).
Pretty soon Lascelles and Churchill contrived
to have Townsend re-assigned to a post in Brussels,
with the hope that the romance would fizzle
while he was gone. Margaret, however, was holding
out for her 25th birthday when she could marry
without her sister’s permission. By the time Peter
Townsend returned, Margaret is 25, and Anthony
Eden is the new Prime Minister. Eden spends
some time at Balmoral with Elizabeth and Philip
discussing the matter, then returns to London
and takes the matter to Parliament—would

Parliament support the marriage if the Queen and
the Church of England opposed? Parliament said
no, leaving Eden with the task of telling Margaret
the bad news. Margaret’s choice was to drop the
marriage issue altogether or marry Townsend but
renounce her status and standing, including her
royal allowance and basically access to her family.
As much as Margaret loved Peter, her royal family
had been her identity since birth; she didn’t know
any other life. She finally issued a statement, saying,
“I would like it to be known that I have decided
not to marry Group Captain Peter Townsend.
Mindful of the church’s teaching that Christian
marriage is indissoluble and conscious of my duty
to the Commonwealth, I have resolved to put
these considerations before any others.” It was a
heartbreaking decision for Margaret, with a lot of
public support behind her. The Queen had tried
to appear that she was staying out of it, partly for
Margaret’s sake and partly for the press, yet she
was clearly in the know all along. Margaret decided
to remain living at Clarence House in London with
her mother.
Just a few years later, Margaret got word that
Townsend was marrying a young Belgian woman.
That seemed to be all the inspiration she needed
to marry, herself. “I received a letter from Peter in
the morning, and that evening I decided to marry
Tony.” Margaret married Antony ArmstrongJones in 1960. Tony was charming, handsome, and
sophisticated. While he wasn’t royalty and had a
bit of a reputation (I think we all remember that
episode of The Crown, shield your eyes, kids), he
was from an aristocratic family, he had not been
married, and Elizabeth wanted to give Margaret
what she wanted. Theirs was the first televised
royal wedding, with 300 million people watching
the lavish ceremony at Westminster Abbey. So that
their children would have a title, Elizabeth made
Tony Earl Snowdon. Now Lord Snowdon, Tony and
Margaret had their first child, David, in 1961, and
their daughter, Sarah, in 1964. The couple seemed
to do alright for a little while, enjoying big parties
together and (mostly Margaret) royal events. But
by 1975 the couple had separated among rumors of
numerous affairs on both sides. Elizabeth was aware
of her sister’s behavior, it was hard to avoid—on of
the rumors was Margaret and Mick Jagger—but she
wanted to let her sister manage her own life while
hoping they would avoid divorce. The press really

liked reporting on Margaret’s scandals, so after a
while, it was just too much to ignore. After some
new photos of Margaret and her lover surfaced
in Mustique, the Queen finally had to give them
permission to divorce in 1978. After all the talk of
divorce in the royal family earlier, this was a big deal,
not just for Margaret and Tony but for the future
of royal marriages. This divorce really paved the
way for the future divorces of some of Elizabeth’s
children, along with starting to lift the stereotype of
divorced people mixing with the royal family.
Margaret’s troubles were far from over,
however. While Elizabeth was always modest and
humble, not wishing to draw attention to herself,
sometimes even sneaking into the theatre after
the curtain went up so as not to steal anyone’s
thunder, Margaret didn’t see things the same way.
She insisted on people addressing her by her full
title and curtsying properly. She participated in
fewer and fewer royal duties, causing some to
wonder why she was getting such a generous
royal allowance, although she kept up with a lot of
charity work throughout her life. She was lively and
witty, but also a heavy drinker and smoker, caustic,
and messy. Elizabeth and her staff were often left
smoothing ruffled feathers behind the scenes; her
antics made her unpopular with the press and
the public. At the age of 67, Margaret suffered a
mild stroke; in the following years, she was often
bedridden with numerous health problems. She
died in 2002, the same year as the increasingly
popular Queen Mum and just before celebrating
the Queen’s Golden Jubilee.
Some speculate that Margaret’s life turned out
to be so much harder than expected because she
was always in her sister’s shadow, but that seems
to be a reality of Margaret’s own making. Her
disappointment over Peter Townsend surely had
something to do with it.Yet until the end, Margaret
and her sister were always close. Even when
Margaret was causing trouble for the Queen and
the Palace, they were loyal to each other, always
defending each other to the press and talking to
each other daily. Margaret very kindly remarked,
after the crisis and trauma of Princess Diana’s
death, “You kindly arranged everybody’s lives
after the accident and made life tolerable for the
two boys . . . there, always in command, was you,
listening to everyone and deciding on all the issues.
I just felt you were wonderful.”
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AMERICA’S FIRST ENGLISH COLONY
THE SETTLING OF JAMESTOWN,VIRGINIA
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n April 1607, three ships of the Virginia Company
landed on the east coast of America. They
founded Jamestown, the first permanent English
settlement in America, at a site on the Powhatan
(James) River. The settlers were lured to the New
World by the promise of gold, riches, and plentiful
natural resources that would enable them to make
their fortunes back at home. The endeavour was
financed by the Virginia Company, which had been
founded as a joint-stock company in London and
had attracted a significant amount of investment.
However, establishing a colony in the hostile
landscape of North America proved to be more
difficult than the settlers ever imagined. The early
settlement was ravaged by hunger, disease, hostile
natives, and considerable misfortune, bringing it
to the brink of extinction by the summer of 1610.
Nevertheless, the colony prevailed against the
odds and survived as the first permanent British
settlement in North America.

KEY DATES
•
•
•
•

20 December 1606 - Departure of the
settlers from Blackwall, London
26 April 1607 - Arrival of the settlers at
the James River
11 August 1609 - Third Supply lands in
Jamestown
9 June 1610 - Temporary abandonment
of the settlement

products and resources that were offered in the
Americas.
In the late 16th century, some attempts had
been made by the British to establish a colony in
North America, most notably the one founded by
associates of Sir Walter Raleigh in Roanoke Island,
in modern-day North Carolina. Raleigh was under
order to establish a colony in North America, and
so he dispatched men to the east coast to form a
settlement. They chose Roanoke and established a
precarious settlement there. Cut off from supply
lines as a consequence of the Anglo Spanish
war (1585-1604); the colony appears to have
foundered, although it is not clear what actually
happened to the 115 men, women and children
who were supposed to be living at Roanoke. At
the beginning of the 17th century, therefore, the
goal of a permanent settlement in North America
had not yet been achieved, and the disappearance
of the Roanoke colony (otherwise known as the
‘Lost Colony’) cast an ominous shadow over the
endeavour. Nevertheless, the economic possibilities
of a base on the East Coast of North America
proved to be an enticing draw for the British crown
and economic elites.

The Age of Empire: Looking West
The Jamestown expedition took place at the
beginning of the Age of Empire, as several European
powers began to look to the New World as an
option for economic expansion. Spanish and
Portuguese incursions into the Americas had
continued since 1492, and during the 16th century,
significant Iberian colonial holdings were established
in South America and the Caribbean. Seduced by
the rich resources, particularly of gold, held by
the Aztec and Inca civilisations, the New World
beckoned as a source of fortune and renown.
The Americas were also home to a variety of
new plants and cash crops that could be sold for
premium prices back at home.
The age of colonial expansion westward was
motivated by both curiosity and greed. The
European powers saw the opportunity for rich
rewards offered by colonial holdings, and as the
Spanish and Portuguese led the way, the other
European powers felt the need to follow. After all, if
they did not attempt to establish a foothold in this
new continent, all of the potential profits would be
taken by their rivals. In this way, the scramble began,
as each power knew the consequences of letting
the others monopolise the new trade routes,

The Virginia Company of London
In 1606, King James the IV and I of Scotland and
England granted a royal charter to the newly
formed London Company (also known as the
Virginia Company of London), a joint-stock
company founded with the express purpose of
establishing a base in North America. The plan was
simple: to capitalise on the potential resources of
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figures involved in galvanising support and funds for
the expedition was Sir Thomas Smythe, who had
previously worked for the East India Company, and
who had experience of the considerable profits
that could be accrued through the exploitation of
colonies abroad. He was joined by Thomas West,
the Lord de la Warre, who invested a considerable
amount of money in the scheme, and who would be
the first governor of the new colony between 1610
and 1618.

A Difficult Arrival
In December 1606, the expedition was finally
ready, and three ships departed from London: the
Discovery, the Godspeed and the Susan Constant.
The ships carried a total of 144 passengers, all of
whom were men or boys. The journey was long and
arduous, but the fleet finally arrived at the mouth of
the James River on 26 April 1607. Early encounters
with the local population provide to be violent, and
the Company decided to move further upriver in
order to find a safe place to establish their base.
On 14 May, they arrived at Jamestown Island, at
that time a peninsula, which appeared to be a
strategically sound choice that would enable them
to ward off any attacks from other incoming foreign
powers.
The peninsula may have been a strategic defensive
spot, but it proved to be a poor choice for a
colony. The settlers found themselves with a
space that didn’t put them in direct competition
with local tribes simply because the indigenous
population did not consider the land worth the
effort of cultivation. The ground was marshy, with
little drinking water, and a glut of mosquitos.
Compounding these problems, the settlers had
arrived in the middle of a long period of drought,
meaning that the prospects of cultivation were
extremely limited.

the New World. The Virginia Company set about
publicising their mission, hoping to attract investors
and settlers to come and work towards the
establishment of the colony.
The settlement was to be funded entirely by the
Virginia Company, and in return, settlers were
expected to work in its service.Volunteers would
provide indentured labour for seven years, in
return for transport, food, shelter and land at
the end of their period of service. The Company
would control all of the lands and resources in the
colony and was expected to turn a profit to satisfy
the shareholders back at home. One of the main

The dominant indigenous tribe living in the
area was the Powhatan Confederacy, led by
Chief Powhatan. The Confederacy comprised
approximately 14,000 people across the region
who were initially friendly towards the new arrivals.
Powhatan had hoped, originally, to resettle the
British visitors to another site and to employ them
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as members of the Confederacy to make weapons
and tools for the tribe using their metalworking
skills. The visitors were welcomed as guests, and
their first days in the region were coloured by
festivals, dancing and music. However, relations with
the indigenous peoples soon turned sour. Captain
Christopher Newport launched an expedition
further up the river which provoked a violent
response from members of the Confederacy.
Between 27 May and 14 June, members of the tribe
launched attacks on the fort.

even worse when, a few days after the arrival, a fire
broke out in the fort, destroying the majority of the
food stores brought by Newport. It was clear that
the survival of the colony, in the short term, would
depend entirely on regular supplies from home.
Newport quickly departed to organise another
supply mission, and returned, this time with an
international force of settlers. The 70 men recruited
to come to the colony included Dutch, Polish and
Slovak craftsmen, who brought specialist knowledge
that would help secure the future of the colony.
However, once again the supply ship was not
enough to put the settlement on a more even
footing, and Newport returned to England in the
knowledge that a radical solution was required.

Help From Home: The Supply
Ships
In the early months of the settlement, the colony
was in dire straits. Almost 80% of the group who
had arrived on the first three ships died within
the first year of settlement. There was an urgent
need for supplies, manpower and tools if the
colony was to survive another winter. The first
supply ships landed at the colony on 2 January
1608, carrying supplies and 120 men. On arrival,
Captain Christopher Newport found only 38 of the
original 144 settlers left alive. Matters were made

The third supply mission consisted of 9 ships, with
up to 600 passengers, a year’s supply of provisions,
and was intended to rescue the ailing settlement
definitively. However, once again, the mission was
beset by disaster. The convoy ran into a storm that
wrecked two of the ships that had been carrying a
large amount of the supplies, disease had diminished
the population, and the remaining ships had been
scattered by a hurricane. The first four ships of the
21

had a famous encounter with Chief Powhatan and
his daughter Pocahontas in autumn 1607, when
he was captured and taken to the tribal leader,
only to have his life saved by the intervention of
Pocahontas. Although the veracity of this account is
highly disputed (and romanticised in many accounts
of their relationship), it appears that Smith was
more disposed than many of his peers to seek a
pragmatic relationship with the local tribes, and
realised that the survival of the colony depended
on their ability to trade. However, as opportunities
for trade diminished, Smith increasingly led raiding
parties into Powhatan territory to demand food,
which led to a further breakdown of relations.

KEY PEOPLE
•
•
•
•
•
•

King James VI & I - King of Scotland
(1567-1625) and England (1603-1625)
Thomas Smythe - Treasurer of the
Virginia Company
Captain Christopher Newport - Leader
of the expedition and founder of the
colony
Thomas West - First Governor of
Virginia (1610-1618)
Chief Powhatan - Leader of the
Powhatan Confederacy
Pocahontas - Daughter of Chief
Powhatan

third supply mission landed at Jamestown on 11
August 1609. By 3 October, three more had arrived.
Although most of the passengers had survived,
they brought with them disease, hunger, and rather
fewer food supplies than was necessary.

The Starving Time
In October 1609, following the arrival of the Third
Supply, the settlement of Jamestown consisted of
approximately 500 people. Only 60 remained alive
by the following spring, making the winter of 1609
notorious in the early history of Jamestown. The
deadly hunger of this period was caused, to a large
extent, on the failure of the colony to establish
any sort of food supply around their base. They
had originally hoped to sustain themselves through
supplies from the Virginia Company and via trade
with local tribes, but this plan was stymied by the
fact that the supply chain was unreliable, and hostile
relations had developed with the Powhatan. As
the colony expanded in number, Chief Powhatan
was increasingly concerned about the potential
threat posed by so many newcomers and became
reluctant to supply them with food.
In 1608, one of the early leaders of the settlement,
John Smith, realised that a more accommodating
relationship needed to be sought with the local
tribes if the colony was to survive. He had already
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He was also adamant that the settlers needed to
change their attitude, and urged them to work
harder in order to ensure the food supply, quoting
the Bible: “he that works not, eats not”. In 1608,
he left the colony to conduct a wide-ranging
reconnaissance mission, searching for food and
land to cultivate, in order than the colony might
be more self-sufficient. In September 1608 he
was elected president of the ruling council and
attempted to discipline the settlers, who were, in
the main, reluctant to labour for their survival.
Despite Smith’s best efforts, the colony continued
to founder. The arrival of the Third Supply fleet
created a further burden, as the ships brought
people as opposed to food, and the Virginia
Company leaders had given little thought to
logistics. Following an accidental injury, Smith
was forced to return to England for treatment in
October 1609, leaving the settlement to its fate.
The Powhatan ceased trading with the settlement,
and the influx of people as part of the Third Supply
created new pressures. In addition, the supply
ships had brought with them vermin and a number
of diseases that spread through the decimated
settlement like a plague.
The infamous winter of 1609 all but destroyed the
settlement. Food could not be obtained from local
tribes due to the deterioration of relations with the
Powhatan. The drought had prevented any form of
harvest earlier that year. Damp, vermin and fire had
destroyed many of the meagre food supplies that
did manage to arrive with the supply fleet. As the
winter deepened, the desperate settlers ate their

Clockwise from top left: Pocahonta, John Smith, Thomas West, Christopher Newport

horses, dogs, cats, rats, and in at least one case, it is
thought that they resorted to cannibalism. By May
1610, only 60 settlers remained, and they were at
the end of their hope.

remaining settlers was a certain John Rolfe, who
would later marry Pocahontas, who successfully
managed to cultivate tobacco as a cash crop,
and began to export it consistently to England.
Relations with the Powhatan became more cordial
as a result of a temporary truce, allowing the
settlers the space to develop their agriculture and
fortify the settlement. The colony was brought
back from the verge of disaster, and in the decades
following the Starving Times, even flourished.

It was decided to abandon the settlement and
return home to England. However, as the two
remaining ships sailed away from Jamestown
towards the estuary, they were met by a supply
convoy headed by Thomas West, Lord de la
Warre, bringing new settlers, food supplies, tools
and crucially, doctors. He turned the beleaguered
settlers around and brought them back to
Jamestown.

Legacy
Jamestown, despite its unfortunate early history,
survived as the first permanent British settlement
in North America. The colony would form a base
for future missions and colonisation projects on
the part of the British, and the lessons learned in

Thomas West’s intervention saved the colony, and
his leadership was sufficient to reconstruct the
settlement and develop a new, more sustainable
existence for the settlers in Virginia. Among the
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Jamestown would shape the future of the British
settlement of other parts of North America.
The site was also an early testing ground for the
European slave trade, with African slaves brought to
work for the colony as early as 1617. The character
of the early settlement went on to shape the
development of the British colonies in America. In
1619 an assembly was instated, a forerunner of the
Virginia General Assembly, which enshrined the
rights of British settlers to vote for representatives.
Later that year, the exclusion of Polish and Slovak
workers from the vote led to the first recorded
labour strike in the colonial period and led to the
extension of the franchise to all workers.

Film, Literature and TV
•

•

•

Relations with the indigenous tribes of Virginia,
although temporarily peaceful after 1610,
deteriorated significantly over the course of the
17th century. The massacre of settlers in 1622
sparked a second Anglo-Powhatan War, which
resulted in significant losses for the indigenous
populations. The Third Anglo-Powhatan War
sparked a significant counter-offensive on the
part of the settlers, and as a result, the Powhatan
Confederacy was fatally defeated. The union of
tribes disintegrated, and the Powhatan nation
was broken up in 1646. Although Jamestown
was eventually abandoned in favour of the new
settlement at Williamsburg, it remains an important
iconic site and a powerful reminder of America’s
early colonial past.

The New World, a 2005 feature film
directed by Terence Malik and starring
Colin Farrell. This movie depicts the early
settlement of Jamestown, focusing on
the relationship between John Smith and
Pocahontas.
Jamestown, a 2017 Sky television drama
focusing on the early settlers, with a
particular focus on the lives of three women
who had travelled from England to live and
marry in the new community.
Pocahontas. This 1995 Disney animated
movie centres on the fictional romance
between John Smith and Pocahontas,
but contains a wide array of historical
inaccuracies and misrepresentations.

Further Research
•

•

Sites to Visit
The Jamestown Settlement, Williamsburg,VA,
United States. The original Jamestown settlement
can still be visited, and the site contains a visitor
centre with replica ships, a reconstructed Powhatan
Indian village, and military re-enactments.

•

Gravesend, U.K. Pocahontas was buried in
Gravesend, although the precise location of her
burial is unknown, as the parish church in which
she was interred burnt down in the 18th century.
However, a statue of her stands outside the rebuilt
church, a gift from the people of Virginia in 1958.
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Frank E. Grizzard and D. Boyd Smith,
Jamestown Colony: A Political, Social and
Cultural History, (ABC-Clio, 2007). This
accessible introduction to the early colony
paints a vivid picture of the early inhabitants
of Jamestown and their interactions with
native American tribes.
David A. Price, Love and Hate in Jamestown:
John Smith, Pocahontas, and the Start of
a New Nation, (Doubleday, 2007). This
expansive book provides a gripping account
of the early colony at Jamestown, including
detailed biographies of key figures such as
Pocahontas, John Smith, and Chief Powhatan.
Benjamin Woolley, Savage Kingdom: The
True Story of Jamestown, 1607 and the
Settlement of America, (Harper Perennial,
2008). This is a detailed and entertaining
read, based on new analysis of original
sources, which brings to life the settlement
at Jamestown and the problems faced by the
early settlers.

GREAT BRITISH TELLY
BRIDESHEAD REVISITED
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T

he idea of a perfect past has been around
at least as long as Paradise, the Garden
of Eden, or the Dreamtime. Nostalgia for
what never was, but should have been, is a strong
emotion that quickly turns complex history
into easy images. When Evelyn Waugh penned
Brideshead Revisited, the largely autobiographical
novel explored corruption and guilt. But it was
the glittering background of wealth and privilege
that captured the public imagination when, in 1981,
after four years of production, an eleven-episode
TV miniseries hit the small screen. Always the snob,
Waugh would have been appalled to see his work
on ‘the box’, but a public stunned by years of social
upheaval was more than ready to indulge in the
lush dreams of a time between the wars when life
was sweet – for some. The bitter aftertaste was
easily ignored.
The British have always done nostalgia better
than anyone else. This is undoubtedly the reason
that, although it appeared in just 11 episodes
in late 1981, Brideshead Revisited remains an
enduring milestone in British television, The show
also marked the arrival of Granada Television as
a significant and mature rival for the BBC as a
producer of adult television drama. It was a time
when television productions were moving from
the studio to the outdoor locations used for ‘real’
movie-making.
Brideshead Revisited was based on the novel of
the same name, written by the English writer Evelyn
Waugh. Waugh was not a very nice man. Born
into a literary but not wealthy family, he wrote to
achieve the wealth that would give him entry into
the upper class he aspired to. Bigoted and greedy,
his family suffered neglect and abuse at the hands
of his enormous, all-consuming ego – but he could
write. Most of his novels were jaded and cynical, but
‘Brideshead Revisited’, published in 1945 as Britain
emerged from the trauma of its second war in 30
years, was in part an exercise in pure romantic
nostalgia. It was clear to Waugh that his despised
‘common man’ would control the 20th century,
and the novel looks back with longing to the years
of the easy privilege and self-assured superiority
of the ruling class. That class would remain largely
intact if somewhat diminished in its privilege, but
its powerful sense of certainty and security had
been destroyed. Waugh died in 1966, but he would
certainly have despised the appearance of his book

KEY FACTS
•
•
•
•
•

11 episodes aired in the fall and winter
of 1981
Starred Jeremy Irons, with Laurence
Olivier in a supporting role
Set in the world of Oxford and the
English country home
Won multiple BAFTAs and other
awards
Created an enduring interest in the
tastes and style of the English upperclass

on something so vulgar and common as a television
set.
The original producer, Sir Michael Edward
Lindsay-Hogg, had begun his career directing pop
music shows for television, and he was deeply
involved with groups such as the Beatles and
the Rolling Stones. Most of his career was spent
making films about the lives and music of pop
stars, so Brideshead Revisited was a departure for
him. Production began in 1979, with shooting in
Morocco, but it was delayed by technical strikes at
ITV, and by the time it was possible to begin again,
Lindsay-Hogg had moved on to other things, and he
was no longer available.
The direction was taken over by the actor and
television show director Charles Sturridge. He was
only 30 and had limited experience, but he brought
a freshness and clear eye to the show. The delays
were, in another way, fortunate. The main actor,
Jeremy Irons, became involved at the same time
in the film, The French Lieutenant’s Woman, and
its release in September 1981, to glowing reviews,
turned Irons into an instant heartthrob and ‘big
name’, boosting interest in Brideshead Revisited,
which first aired in October of the same year.
Two full-length rear-nude shots of Irons in the
show would have been greeted with rapture by at
least some viewers of both genders, although his
performance is oddly stilted, as if he, like the viewer,
has difficulty grasping the motives and feelings of
the cryptic Charles Ryder, the central figure in the
story. In 1943 Ryder is posted to a base in England
that turns out to be the home of a close friend
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from his time at Oxford University. The story takes
place in flashback, beginning in 1922, when Charles,
an aspiring artist, first met Lord Sebastian Flyte,
played by Anthony Andrews. At Oxford, Charles is
introduced to the self-indulgent and decadent life
of Sebastian and his friends, particularly Anthony
Blanche (played by Nickolas Grace), openly gay at a
time when it was a criminal offence in the UK.
When term time ends at Oxford, Sebastian
invites Charles to spend the summer with him
at Brideshead Castle, his family home. There
Charles is introduced to the more rigid society
of the rich and famous, spending the time with
Sebastian’s mother (Claire Bloom) and his two
sisters, Julia and Cordelia. As well as his older
brother Brideshead (called ‘Bridey’). Sebastian’s
father is Lord Marchmain (Laurence Olivier), who
lives in Venice with his mistress Clara, played by
the French actress Stéphane Audran. Charles and
Sebastian go there to spend time with him. Charles
moves between Sebastian’s world, and his own very
different middle-class one, with his eccentric father
Edward brilliant played by Sir John Gielgud.
Unusually, the family is part of the old English
Catholic aristocracy, a religion that intrigued Waugh,
and to which he converted in 1930. Much of the
story of Brideshead Revisited is autobiographical,
including Waugh drinking (Sebastian becomes an
alcoholic) and the undertones of homosexuality,
expressed in the languid manners of the young men,
and especially the overt self-parody of Anthony
Blanche. Waugh had himself engaged in homosexual
relationships as a student, and one of the important
themes underlying the story is of Catholic’ Grace’ –
the immediate forgiveness of all sin through the act
of unqualified belief in God. Is it possible to live a
sinful life, and then be forgiven at the point of death,
and so enter heaven? If it is, then what is the point
and meaning of living a ‘good life’? Did Waugh hope
that his conversion would save him from his ‘sin’ as
a student?
For ten hours the plot follows the twists
and turns in the lives of Charles Ryder and the
Marchmain family, as well as indulging in extended
dialogues on faith, guilt and Catholicism. Charles
comes and goes to Brideshead, falling in and out
of favour. Sebastian sinks further into alcoholism,
eventually be taken in by a hospice in North Africa.
His younger sister Cordelia enters a nun-like life
of ‘good works’ and spinsterhood. Julia marries a

divorced Protestant, despite the strong objections
of her family. On the eve of WWII, Charles and
Julia meet on a trans-Atlantic liner, and begin an
affair which they continue for two years, living
together at Brideshead. They are displaced and
the family is scattered when Lord Marchmain
returns to Brideshead, so that he can die at home.
A family struggled ensues over his receiving the
last sacraments, and despite Charles’ objections,
a priest is finally brought, and it does seem that
Lord Marchain accepts Grace, making the Sign
of the Cross in his dying moments. Julia breaks
off her plans to marry Charles and for them to
inherit Brideshead, because of Charles’ stubborn
agnosticism. Like her father (and Waugh), she wants
to believe that God will forgive her’ life of sin’ at
the final moment, with His Grace, and she will
escape eternal punishment. The story ends where
it began, with Charles returning to Brideshead in
1944. We discover he too has found some kind of
faith, as he prays in the now de-sanctified family
chapel.
If all this sounds grim, it is, but the popularity
of the TV show did not rest in its exploration of
the limits of faith, but in pure nostalgia. Brideshead
itself is the star, played with dignity and gravity
by Castle Howard in Yorkshire. It represents the
lost grandeur of a world that began in Edwardian
England, was deeply wounded by WWI and then
savaged by WWII and its aftermath. In truth, it was
a time of privilege, leisure and decadence only for
a very few, but by the 1980s it was a collective
memory of the many, as if everyone in England in
the 1920s lived this life, now tragically lost. The
combination of brilliant acting by legendary actors,
old and new, and beautiful filming at a languid pace
matching the suspended lives of the characters,
combined to create the ultimate British experience.
The soundtrack, by Geoffrey Burgon, in the lush
‘neo-classical’ style popular at the time, evokes the
same nostalgia for a past that never really was, but
for many, certainly should have been.

Cultural Impact
The 1970s was a grim time in the UK. The
Swinging Sixties had been the first breath of fresh
air since the privations and destruction of WWII,
but by 1973 it was all falling apart again, with the oil
29
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crisis putting the country on a three-day working
week for a time. The ascendance of Margaret
Thatcher in 1975 began a period of industrial chaos,
focused around the closing of the coal mines that
were the backbone of the North, as Reaganomics
replaced the socialism of the post-war years. By
the time Brideshead Revisited arrived, so much had
changed, and the show’s evocation of loss captured
the collective imagination of a country slowly
emerging from austerity and turmoil.
The series was an instant success, both in the
UK and in the USA, where it was released on PBS
three months later. It spawned a fanbase obsessed
with tweed, tuxedos and champagne flutes, as
well as a fascination for the darker underbelly
of smoking jackets, blue nail polish and male
pouts. Inevitably, not everyone was seduced. Gina
Bellafante, in The New York Times, later wrote that
it all felt like, “24 hours of the Fine Living Network”.
Brideshead Revisited garnered many awards.
In 1982 it won Best Drama Serial from both the
BAFTA and Broadcast Press Guild. It swept the
BAFTA awards that year, also winning Best Actor
for Anthony Andrews, and topping Costume
Design, Film Editing, Sound, Make-up and Scenic
Design. It won a Golden Globe for Best Miniseries
and a Primetime Emmy, for Laurence Olivier, for
Outstanding Support Actor. The soundtrack CD
sold 100,000 copies, giving Geoffrey Burgon his
second Ivor Novello Award.

Tatton Hall, part of a complex of stately homes
and historic buildings in Tatton Park, Knutsford,
Cheshire. It is open daily, with precise hours varying
with the seasons.
Julia’s wedding was filmed in the chapel of Lyme
Park. This stately home and garden, now managed
by the National Trust, is in Disley, Stockport,
Cheshire, near Manchester. The house and gardens
are open from 10 am, or 11 am, until 3 pm.
The sequences in Oxford were filmed in
Hertford College, where Waugh studied. The rooms
used by Charles are the same as Waugh lived in for
a time. Wadham College and Christ Church College
were also used. Herford is closed to the public, but
Christ Church houses an important art collection
that can be viewed by visitors to Oxford.
Some of the ocean-liner sequences were filmed
in the Park Lane Hotel, London or the Adelphi
Hotel, Liverpool. Other sequences were filmed on
the ‘Queen Elizabeth 2’.

Where to Watch
•
•

Available on Amazon Prime and Netflix
DVD Boxed sets are available of
the complete show, with extras and
documentaries

Further Research

Places to Visit

•
•

Castle Howard was the star of the show. Most
of the garden scenes and many interiors were shot
there. A stately home, rather than a true castle,
Castle Howard was begun in 1699 and took 100
years to complete. It is the family home of the
Howard family. Situated outside the city of York, in
Yorkshire, the garden and parts of the house are
open daily from 10 am to 5 pm.
The outside of Marshmain House, the Flyte’s
London home that Charles is commissioned to
capture on canvas before its demolition, was
played by Bridgewater House, 14 Cleveland Row,
St James’s. London. Built in 1854 in its present
configuration, it is today privately owned by the
family of Greek shipping magnate Yiannis Latsis.
The interiors of Marshmain House were filmed at

•
•
•
•
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Brideshead Revisited, by Evelyn Waugh, 1945
Evelyn Waugh: A Life Revisited, by Philip
Eade
The Life of Evelyn Waugh: A Critical
Biography, by Douglas Patey
The Long Weekend: Life in the English
Country House, 1918-1939, by Adrian
Tinniswood
Aristocrats: Power, Grace, and Decadence:
Britain’s Great Ruling Classes from 1066 to
the Present, by Lawrence James
The Old Upper Class — Britain’s
Aristocracy, by Victoria Krummel, 2008

GREAT BRITONS: ERNEST SHACKLETON
ADVENTURER AND EXPLORER
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E

rnest Shackleton spent his whole life as a sailor
and explorer, travelling with Robert Scott on
his first Antarctic expedition. Like Scott, he
returned again to try and reach the South Pole, but
in the end, both men were beaten to it by Roald
Amundsen. Shackleton’s next expedition set out
to cross Antarctica from one side to the other, but
his boat was crushed by ice, and he made a heroic
voyage to bring help to his trapped crew. He died
of heart disease while on a third expedition to
circumnavigate Antarctica. Despite his fame, he died
heavily in debt, but has today become a role-model
for enlightened leadership.
Ernest Shackleton may have inherited his restlessness and need for change from his father, who
in the first ten years of Ernest’s life moved him
from rural Ireland, into Dublin and from there to
London. It was a combination of ambition (which
Ernest also shared) and fear that motivated the
moves, since Ernest’s father, Henry Shackleton, was
Anglo-Irish, himself British, but married to an Irish
woman, Henrietta Letitia Sophia Gavan. Henry gave
up life as a relatively-wealthy landowner in County
Kildare to study medicine in Dublin and went to
England partly to pursue his career, but also in fear
of the very real danger Irish nationalism posed to
the Anglo-Irish.
Ernest was born the fifteenth of February, 1874
and his early education was from a governess, but
at 13 he entered Dulwich College, an ancient and
prestigious private school. He did not enjoy the experience, and at 16 he was allowed to leave school
and begin a career in the Navy. His father could not
afford to give him a formal Royal Navy Cadetship,
so instead, he enlisted on a merchant navy ship,
the Hoghton Tower, and within eight years he had
passed all the levels to become a Master Mariner,
the highest qualification in the Merchant Navy. This
entitled him to sail any ship, or any size, anywhere
in the world, and he joined the Union-Castle Line,
which ran the regular service between Britain and
the colony of South Africa. Within two years he had
managed to obtain a place on the British National
Antarctic Expedition of 1901, the first official expedition to that southern continent in 60 years.
This scientific and geographic expedition, years
in the planning, consisted of the sailing-ship Discovery and was led by Robert Scott. Shackleton was
popular with the crew and gained the confidence of
Scott, joining him and the scientist Edward Wilson

KEY FACTS
•
•
•
•

Born 1874 – died 1922
Antarctic explorer and adventurer
Came within 100 miles of the South
Pole in 1908
Rescued his shipwrecked crew through
a heroic voyage in an open boat

in dog-sledge exploration, particularly a trip to the
most southern point ever reached at that time,
less than 8o from the South Pole. That trip did
not go well – all the dogs died from contaminated
food, the men suffered frost-bite and scurvy – and
Shackleton broke down completely on the return
trip and needed considerable help from the others.
When they reached the ship, Shackleton was sent
home on medical grounds, but his sense of failure
caused in him a burning desire to return to the
Antarctic to prove himself a better man than Scott.
Back in England, he helped prepare the relief
ships heading out to bring Discovery back, although
he did not sail with them. Instead, after an unsuccessful attempt to join the Royal Navy, he turned
to journalism but soon instead became Secretary
of the Royal Scottish Geographical Society. With
the security of that position, he married in January 1904, all this only three-and-a-half years after
setting out on Discovery. Ever restless, Shackleton
dabbled in business, ran for Parliament, became
personal assistant to the wealthy industrialist William Beardmore – and began to plan his return to
Antarctica.
Beardmore offered some financial backing, but it
was January 1907, before Shackleton was ready to
present his plans to the Royal Geographic Society.
His goal was to reach both the geographic and the
southern magnetic poles, and after securing sufficient financing, his expedition sailed from New Zealand on the first of January, 1908, at the height of
the southern summer. His craft was an old wooden
sealing boat, Nimrod, and his crew lacked polar
experience. To conserve fuel, the ship was towed
to the Antarctic coast, where they searched for a
suitable place to establish a base station. In a clear
show of competitiveness he first tried McMurdoch
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Sound, the location of Scott’s first base, but reluctantly conceded that area to Scott and instead
established himself at Cape Royds, on Ross Island.
Shackleton made a dash with three companions for
the Pole, but fell short by just over 100 miles and
returned starved, having been reduced to half-rations.
Despite his failure, Shackleton was greeted
back in England as a hero, knighted by King Edward
VII, and fêted as proof of the superiority of the
British (and Irish) spirit. He embarked on a lecture
tour and tried, but failed, to turn his celebrity into
financial security through several business ventures.
Although promising his wife never to leave again, he
continued to plan another expedition, but everything changed with the tragic failure of Scott’s second expedition and the conquest of the Pole by the
Norwegian Roald Amundsen in December 1911.
Frustrated in that ambition, Shackleton instead proposed the ‘Imperial Trans-Antarctic Expedition’ to
cross Antarctica from one side to the other via the
Pole. This was a much more ambitious expedition,
using two ships, but private financing proved easier
to obtain this time, likely from a combination of
Shackleton’s status and bruised British pride at the
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Norwegian success.
The ships set out in 1914, despite the outbreak of WWI, with Shackleton on the main ship,
Endurance and with Aurora as a second ship. Each
ship carried 28 crew; chosen by Shackleton from
over 5,000 applications to join the expedition he
received. After arriving in Antarctica Endurance
became trapped in the ice and was converted into
a winter base, but the ice slowly crushed the boat
until it became necessary to abandon it and set up
camp on a large ice floe, where they sat for two
months. When the floe broke up, they took to the
lifeboats and after a dangerous and cruel trip landed on Elephant Island, far from any shipping lanes
and possible rescue. Reinforcing one of the lifeboats, the James Caird, Scott and five others set out
for South Georgia Island, where there were whaling
stations that could help them. After a danger-filled
voyage and land crossing lasting almost a month,
Shackleton reached the whaling station, where he
found help, but it still took four attempts to rescue
his stranded crew.
When the failed expedition finally returned
to England in 1917, Shackleton joined the Army,
although he was suffering from a heart condition

and drinking heavily. He never saw active service,
working instead on a failed diplomatic attempt to
bring Argentina and Chile into the war, but after
the Armistice, he joined the Allied Expeditionary
Force in Russia, which was helping the Czar fight
the Bolshevik Revolution. On his return once again
to England, he was awarded the OBE in 1919 for his
services.
One last Antarctic expedition became his goal,
and with the financial help of a former school
friend. John Quiller Rowett, he set out in the twenty-fourth of September 1921 on Quest, to attempt
a circumnavigation of the Antarctic. They arrived
at South Georgia Island in the Southern Atlantic,
where, after complaining of back pains, Shackleton
suffered a fatal heart attack in the early hours of
the fifth of January, 1922. At first, it was planned to
return his body to England, but a cable arrived from
his wife Emily, asking for him to be buried there
instead. A memorial service attended by several
members of the Royal Family was held in Westminster Abbey.

His Legacy
Further Research

In the years immediately after his death, Shackleton was eclipsed in public interest by the heroic
Robert Scott, whose tragic death struck a deep
chord. However, with further revelations of the
Scott expedition and a cultural shift against the
tragic hero model, Shackleton rose in public estimation, until today he eclipses Scott in stature among
the British. It was his leadership skills in particular,
and his ability to escape from disaster, rather than
die a noble but futile death, as Scott did, that turned
the tide. His inclusive leadership style has since
become a corporate model.

•

•

•
•

Sites to Visit
•
•

•

His grave is in the settlement of Grytviken,
on South Georgia Island.
There is a statue of Shackleton, by Edward
Lutyens, outside the headquarters of the
Royal Geographic Society, 1 Kensington
Gore, Kensington, SW7.
His base station at Cape Royds, on Ross
Island still stands there today.
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The Life of Sir Ernest Shackleton (1920), by
the Scottish geographer, Hugh Robert Mill,
was written partly to finance repayment of
Shackleton’s considerable debts.
Endurance: Shackleton’s Incredible Voyage
(1959), by Alfred Lansing was an important biography in raising Shackleton’s public
profile.
Shackleton: Antarctic Odyssey (2014) is a
graphic novel, by Nick Bertozzi.
Shackleton (2002) is an Emmy-winning TV
series of the Endurance Expedition, starring
Kenneth Branagh.

THIS ENGLISH LIFE
At the Kids’ Table
By Erin Moore

I have a confession to make. My family hasn’t been
“home” to America for Thanksgiving in ten years.
Although Anne and Henry, ages nine and five, know
what Thanksgiving is, they have never experienced it on
American ground. On our last Thanksgiving weekend in
the US, at Tom’s parents’ house, we had just found out
I was pregnant with Anne. It was probably the single
most joyous holiday we’d ever had. (Four years later,
when we discovered we were having Henry on Boxing
Day, we added a second gold star to our holiday
memories.)
We were thrilled to be having a baby, but becoming
parents put a swift end to the kind of gallivanting we
used to do before when a weekend trip to the US was
no big deal, and our families could host us effortlessly.
We weren’t bringing travel cots, childhood illnesses,
bottle sterilizers and sticky-fingered toddlers back
then—only a tastefully under-filled weekend bag,
thrown insouciantly in the overhead compartment
on BA on our way to eight hours of free champagne,
movies and recent issues of The New Yorker. I look
back on those days with some longing, but no regrets.
Let me let you in on a little secret: expat Thanksgivings
are the cat’s pajamas. Because every table is the kids’
table, you can make it exactly what you want it to be—
old traditions can be ignored, or re-imagined, in the
light of the life you chose. Nothing is obligatory.
Not every holiday can be enjoyed in such an adhoc manner. There are moments each year when an
American living abroad can become rather homesick. I
feel it strongly on the Fourth of July because one can’t
quite make that holiday happen on one’s own. There is
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something dispiriting about a few paltry fireworks in
the back garden (and I prefer to have ten intact fingers,
thank you very much). We can’t even stay up late and
watch American fireworks on TV, because it would be
2 am. The only firework-setting holiday England has is
Guy Fawkes Night, or Bonfire Night, which happens in
November, so you freeze your sweet potato off. And
the rationale behind burning an effigy in a bonfire is
not easy to explain to the kids. (Not that Thanksgiving
is without its awkward explanations—and both
countries tend to gloss over the less salubrious sides
of their holidays’ histories on the day itself.)
Some Americans abroad feel sad on Super Bowl
Sunday, when there is a distinct lack of nachos, loaded
baked potato skins, and super expensive commercials
that everyone makes a point of watching. England’s
only commercial-worshiping holiday is Christmas, and
while I do love a tear-jerking advert for Sainsbury’s or
Waitrose (if you don’t know what I’m talking about, or
you need a good cry, check YouTube.You’re welcome.) I
don’t mind about the Super Bowl. For me, it stands out
chiefly as the one Sunday each year that my parents
aren’t available to talk on the phone. But it’s undeniable
that by living in another time zone, we’re missing out
on the main event.
Thanksgiving might seem like a holiday with a
high homesickness rating. But the great thing about
expat Thanksgiving is, it is entirely what you make of
it.You want turkey? All the butchers and even some
supermarkets will sell you one.You want pumpkin pie?
Easy—canned pumpkin exists, but so does the catering
department at Whole Foods in Kensington.You can
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even get the mini marshmallows for my mom’s famous
sweet potato casserole, and whatever cranberry sauce
floats your boat: canned, jarred, fresh, orange-flavored,
seriously—England has it. Though it’s likely that outside
of London, where fewer Americans live, these items
may require a bit more searching.
We have all of these goodies at our table, but they
aren’t the thing that makes the holiday my favorite
every year. Our Thanksgiving is truly great because
of the people who share it with us. We might have
anywhere from 10-15 people come, depending on the
year. If the party looks likely to dip below that number,
we make a point of inviting more and filling the house
with their joyful noise.
We invite the friends who feel like family, and
when we are lucky enough to have family with us too,
it will be the family who feel like friends, all jumbled
up together, so the pressure is off. There are some
Americans who fly over for the weekend, and there
are stray expats like we once were, when our first flat
had a fridge the size of a footlocker, and we didn’t feel
truly at home in this country yet.
Sometimes people ask me if it is hard to prepare
the feast alone and host so many people on the
day. The truth is, I love to tune my satellite radio
to NPR and spend the day in a heady fug of turkey
stock, melting butter, toasting bread crumbs, peeling
potatoes, rolling out pie crusts, playing Tetris with the
refrigerator and setting a big, laden table. Because all
the shops are open, it’s okay if I forget an ingredient
or two. Usually, mid-morning, if everything is going
to plan, I take myself out for a turkey trot of one,
running around the neighborhood to clear my head.
One year, my husband ducked out of work for an hour
and met me for a falafel. I have learned not to commit
to anything else that day—because it really is a day’s
commitment, at least, to get that bird on the table.
There is usually a moment of anxiety in the early
afternoon, contemplating the arrival of so many people
into my quiet kitchen, but it soon passes. I found out
the hard way that Thanksgiving dinner works best for
a crowd. The autumn that Henry was born, I opted
out of a big party for Thanksgiving, not fully realizing
it would be no less effort to cook the meal for three
or four of us. And to manage, store and consume the
leftovers would be pretty much impossible. Every
year since, no matter what else we have going on, it’s
the more, the merrier. Which means we invite a lot
of English friends and—perhaps surprisingly—they
are even more into it than we are. An invitation to
American Thanksgiving is considered an honor by
some Brits and rarely turned down.
I’ve thought a lot about why this might be so, and I

have some ideas.
Thanksgiving, let’s face it, provides a welcome speed
bump on the way to Christmas. When the department
stores have decorated by September and the Oxford
Street lights are up in October, a little pilgrim action
is more than welcome before the main event. There’s
never any pressure to bring gifts. (Although, if anyone
is wondering, the best host present at this time of year
is definitely a chocolate advent calendar from Pierre
Marcolini.)
Then, there is the food. It’s basically Christmas
dinner, with all the trimmings, a month early. Who
could be un-cheered by that? A bonus: no family of
theirs is present. And someone else is cooking! Those
in the know have a secret, bordering on indecent, love
of my mom’s sweet potato casserole. They are offered
two kinds of pie and can eat it on the same plate with
impunity. (I make extra so there will be some left over
for my own breakfast—some American traditions must
be hoarded, not shared.)
They get to watch my husband cry during the
blessing, something they would never do. We look
forward to this unaccustomed moment of vulnerability
every year. There is something quite festive about it.
At the end of November, no one is burned out on
parties. The holidaze has not yet set in. They also know
they will meet the most extraordinary assortment of
friends from all over—French, Indian, Belgian, Canadian,
Australian, South African and yes, at least four of us will
be American. But we will be in the minority, along with
everyone else. No one nationality dominates, and all
are welcome.
Our English Thanksgivings may happen on foreign
ground, and they may not have many Americans in
attendance, but they still feel thoroughly American,
because coming together with friends from many
nations is very American, wherever it happens. I’m
planning this year’s guest list, and table, as carefully as
ever as a gift to myself and all those who will come
together. And since it’s the kids’ table, if you want to
put your elbows on it, spill the gravy, or have seconds
of pie, go on. No one is going to mind. For, whatever it
is we are about to receive, we are truly thankful.
Erin Moore is an American who has
been living in London for 10 years. Her
book, That’s Not English: Britishisms,
Americanisms and What Our English Says
About Us, is available on amazon.com.
© Fiona Saunders
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Guy Fawkes and Autumn Fireworks

BY LAURA PORTER

B

efore city-competitive fireworks displays
started on New Year’s Eve around the world,
we already had a special day for pyrotechnics.

By 1673 it became common to create an effigy
to burn on the bonfire. If you thought religious
intolerance was a problem today let me tell you
we burned the Pope. The background of this will be
explained but the short version is Protestants and
Catholics don’t always get on.
During my parents time, and a bit of my
childhood, we would get old trousers and a shirt
and stuff them with newspaper (straw in my
parents’ younger days) and make them look like a
man. We would add a mask or hat and then wheel
it off around the streets in a wheelbarrow or
pushchair calling, “Penny for the Guy!” The ‘Guy’
was Guy Fawkes and the money raised would be
to buy fireworks to let off in your back garden.
Health and Safety caught up in the end and these
days fireworks are not on sale to under 18s, and
we’re all advised to go to organised public displays
anyway.

Remember, remember the fifth of November,
Gunpowder treason and plot.
We see no reason
Why gunpowder treason
Should ever be forgot!
Fireworks night, also known as Bonfire Night,
is on 5th November and commemorates a failed
attempt to blow up the Houses of Parliament in
1605. King James I (1566–1625) was so pleased
about not being killed he passed an Act of
Parliament in 1605 declaring 5th November an
annual day of public thanksgiving. We don’t get a
public holiday but it is a well-loved annual tradition.

PENNY FOR THE GUY
Initially, the fun was just a big old bonfire but
from the 1650s explosive fireworks were included.
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BACKGROUND

leave England.

WHAT WAS THE GUNPOWDER
PLOT?

The background to the attempt on Parliament
goes back to the Reformation in the sixteenth
century. King Henry VIII (1491–1547) ruled England
for 36 years. He was a Catholic and the Pope
gave him the title ‘Defender of the Faith’. But he
needed a male heir to the throne and his first wife,
Catherine of Aragon, was an unlucky mother. She
did give him three sons and three daughters but
infant mortality left them with just Mary (later
Mary I). The lack of a son led him to ask the Pope
to be allowed to get a divorce so he could marry
Anne Boleyn. He argued that the marriage was
against God’s will, due to the fact that Catherine
had briefly been married to Henry’s late brother,
Arthur. The short answer is the Pope said no so
Henry severed ties with Rome. Parliament’s passage
of the Act of Supremacy in 1534 solidified the
break from the Catholic Church and made the
king the Supreme Head of the Church of England.
Despite the radical changes he made during the
Reformation, Henry remained a conservative
Catholic (although that’s not often remembered).
Edward VI followed his father to the throne
(his mother was Jane Seymour, another of Henry
VIII’s wives) but he was only 9 years old and died
a few years later. Lady Jane Grey managed 9 days
as queen before Mary I, Catherine of Aragon’s
daughter, became Queen of England. She had only
five years to try and reverse the Reformation
changes before Queen Elizabeth I (1533–1603), the
daughter of Anne Boleyn, who ruled for nearly 50
years, went on to complete the Reformation her
father had begun.
English Catholics suffered severe persecution
from 1570 when the Pope excommunicated
Elizabeth, releasing her subjects from their
allegiance to her. All Catholics were considered
potential traitors and were forbidden to hear Mass
yet forced to attend Anglican services with fines for
those who refused.
When Elizabeth died without children in 1603,
her cousin James VI of Scotland became King James
I of England. James was a Protestant but also the
son of the late Catholic, Mary Queen of Scots
– the queen who had been executed in 1587 on
Elizabeth’s orders. Initially, there was hope that
James would be more tolerant but, instead, by
January 1604 he ordered all Catholic priests to

Organised by Robert Catesby (c.1572–1605),
the Gunpowder Plot was an effort to end the
persecution of Roman Catholics by the English
government; essentially an assassination attempt on
King James I, the first of the Stuart kings of England,
and a terrorist attack to kill everyone sitting in
the Houses of Parliament for the State Opening
of Parliament on 5 November 1605. Catesby and
others hoped to replace the country’s Protestant
government with Catholic leadership from James’s
daughter, Princess Elizabeth, as a puppet queen.

GUY FAWKES
There were thirteen conspirators but Guy
Fawkes is the one we all remember. He was born
in Yorkshire in 1570 and converted to Catholicism.
His religious zeal led him to fight in the army of
Catholic Spain in the Eighty Years’ War against the
Protestant Netherlands where he adopted the
name Guido (Italian for Guy).
The other conspirators were: Robert and
Thomas Wintour, Thomas Percy, Christopher
and John Wright, Francis Tresham, Everard Digby,
Ambrose Rookwood, Thomas Bates, Robert Keyes,
Hugh Owen, John Grant and Robert Catesby. Guy
Fawkes was the bomb maker.

PLANNING THE GUNPOWDER
PLOT
In February 1604, ringleader Robert Catesby,
his cousin Thomas Wintour and John Wright
met in London to start planning the attack.
Robert Catesby’s father had been imprisoned for
harbouring a priest, and he himself had had to leave
university without a degree to avoid taking the
Protestant Oath of Supremacy.
By April 1604, Guy Fawkes was recruited as the
explosives expert. He was an English nationalist
who hated the Scots and any talk of a union so he
was no fan of King James I.
39

The plotters met again in May 1604 at the
Duck and Drake Inn on the Strand and were joined
by Wright’s brother-in-law Thomas Percy. A few
months later, Thomas Percy took a position as a
royal bodyguard thanks to his patron, the Earl of
Northumberland, and moved to a house not far
from Parliament. Guy Fawkes posed as Percy’s
servant/caretaker using the alias John Johnson.
Catesby had a house across the river, in Lambeth,
and the group started to store gunpowder there.
The opening of Parliament was postponed until
February 1605 so the plotters didn’t meet again
until October. It was then postponed to October
1605 because of fears of the plague, and then again
to 5 November 1605 which gave the plotters time
to increase their number to ten. Robert Keyes,
Robert Wintour, John Grant and Kit Wright were
all relatives, by blood or marriage, to one or more
of the original five conspirators. John Grant was
put in charge of preparing horses and weapons for
a Midlands uprising. As one of Catesby’s servants,
Thomas Bates’ loyalty was equally firm.
From February 1605, the barrels of gunpowder
were brought across the river and smuggled into
Percy’s house in Westminster.
In March 1605, Thomas Percy took out a lease
on a ground-floor cellar/vault from John Whynniard,
Keeper of the King’s Wardrobe. It went directly
under the House of Lords so an earlier plan for
a tunnel could be stopped. Over many months,
and always at nighttime, Guy Fawkes moved the
barrels of gunpowder and kindling to the vault and
concealed them.
In late August 1605, Fawkes and Wintour
discovered that the gunpowder stored in the cellar
had decayed. More gunpowder was acquired so
the conspirators needed extra funds. They enlisted
wealthy Catholic Ambrose Rookwood as well as
Francis Tresham, Catesby’s cousin, who has come
into money.
Sir Everard Digby, a Catholic convert, was
brought in to lead the planned uprising in the
Midlands. The head of the Jesuit mission in
England, Father Henry Garnett, learned about the
conspiracy through the confessional and tried to
convince Catesby not to act.
Another outside of the group found out about
the plan when Francis Tresham’s brother-in-law,
Lord Monteagle (1575–1622), received an unsigned
letter on 26 October 1605 warning him not to
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attend the opening of Parliament on 5 November.
While Monteagle was a Catholic, he was loyal
to the crown so showed the letter to the King’s
chief minister Robert Cecil. Thomas Ward, one of
Monteagle’s servants, let the plotters know what
had happened.
Robert Catesby confronted Tresham about the
letter and while he denied the allegations, he urged
Catesby to abandon the plot. But the group carried
on and worked out the finer details. Fawkes was
to light the fuse and escape to continental Europe.
At the same time, Digby would lead a rising in the
Midlands and kidnap King James’s daughter, Princess
Elizabeth. In Europe, Fawkes would attempt to
secure passive acceptance or even support from
continental governments.
On 4 November Percy visited his patron,
Northumberland, to see if he was aware of the plot
and felt confident he was not. Catesby, Wright and
Bates set off for the Midlands.
King James I saw the letter in early November
and suspected the words ‘terrible blowe’ were
describing an explosion so he ordered an
investigation. The search party first found a large
amount of firewood in the cellar. Then around
midnight on 4-5 November, they discovered Guy
Fawkes, under the alias John Johnson. He told them
the wood belonged to his master, royal bodyguard
Thomas Percy. Once the 36 barrels of gunpowder
were also found, Fawkes was taken into custody.
As Percy’s name had already been linked with
the cellar and house, a warrant for his arrest was
immediately issued.
The plotters escaped from London to the
Midlands. Rookwood was the fastest, covering 30
miles in two hours on a single horse, so he could
warn his co-conspirators. Catesby, Rookwood, the
Wright brothers, Percy and Bates rode on towards
Warwickshire.
Fawkes maintained the pretence that he was
John Johnson and denied any knowledge of the
barrels so the King authorised the use of torture to
extract a confession. He revealed his true identity
on 7 November.
In the Midlands, the plotters were captured on
8 November by 200 men led by Sir Richard Walsh,
the High Sheriff of Worcestershire at Holbeche
House in Staffordshire. Catesby, the Wrights and
Percy died from their wounds; Thomas Wintour,
Rookwood and Grant were captured alive and

REPERCUSSIONS

taken to the Tower of London for interrogation.
Five others remained at large.
Fawkes makes a confession under torture on 9
November and then Thomas Wintour gave a fuller
confession incriminating all the other plotters apart
from his brother Robert. Thomas Percy’s patron,
the Earl of Northumberland, was arrested, yet
even though Percy was dead so there is no-one to
implicate or clear him, he remained imprisoned for
the next 16 years.
Under interrogation, Bates admitted confessing
the details of the plot to the Jesuit priest Father
Tesimond so the government set about ransacking
scores of Catholic homes to find him. Francis
Tresham died of illness in the Tower in December,
and Robert Wintour was captured in the new year.
The trials began on 27 January 1606.
Westminster Hall was crowded with spectators
including the King and his close family who watched
in secret. Only Sir Everard Digby, who had been in
charge of the Midlands uprising, pleaded guilty, and
his trial followed that of the other seven. All were
found guilty of high treason. The Attorney General
lay principal responsibility on the Jesuits, not on
Catholics as a whole. Digby, Robert Wintour, Bates
and Grant were executed on 30 January outside St
Paul’s Cathedral, with Thomas Wintour, Rookwood,
Keyes and Fawkes dying the next day next to the
House of Lords – a change of venue which showed
the executions were for treason against the state,
not for religious belief.
Immediately before his execution on 31 January,
Fawkes fell from the scaffold where he was to
be hanged and broke his neck, thus avoiding the
traditional punishment for traitors: to be hanged,
drawn and quartered.Victims were dragged on
a wooden hurdle behind a horse to the place of
execution where they were hanged until halfdead, then their genitals were cut off and burned
in front of them. While still alive, they were then
disembowelled and beheaded. Their bodies were
finally quartered with the severed pieces often
displayed in public to be eaten by the birds as they
decomposed. Even though Fawkes died from his fall,
his lifeless body was still quartered and distributed
to “the four corners of the kingdom” to be
displayed as a warning to other would-be traitors.

More Catholics were tortured in the Tower
and, tainted by Percy, the Earl of Northumberland
remained imprisoned until 1621. However,
Monteagle’s letter – now kept in the Public Records
Office – rewarded him with an annuity of around
£700 per year.
Laws were passed preventing Catholics from
practising law, serving as officers in the Army or
Navy, or voting in local or parliamentary elections.
Catholics were blamed for everything from the
Great Fire of London to the Popish Plot of 1678.
Incredibly, it took until 1829 until Catholics were
allowed to vote again.

FIREWORKS DISPLAYS IN
LONDON
There are lots of organised displays across
London. These are some of the highlights.
In north London, Ally Pally’s Firework Festival
is on Friday 1 and Saturday 2 November 2019. It’s
a ticketed event with film screenings, ice skating,
cabaret shows, a street food festival as well as the
pyrotechnics.
In south London, Battersea Park Firework Night
is Saturday 2 November 2019. The evening starts
with the lighting of the bonfire and then has 22
minutes of fireworks, plus an adults-only after-show
party.
Also in south London, the Wimbledon Park
fireworks display comes with a funfair too. New
for 2019, the warm-up to the main display is a
fire and light show by acts Flame Oz and Halo to
replace the bonfire as part of the local council’s
commitment to climate change.
And in east London, Hackney’s Victoria Park
Fireworks Display is completely free on Sunday 3
November 2019. This year’s theme celebrates the
50th anniversary of the Apollo 11 moon landing.

Better known as @AboutLondon, Laura
Porter writes AboutLondonLaura.com and
contributes to many other publications while
maintaining an impressive afternoon tea
addiction.
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GREAT BRITISH ICONS
THE JAGUAR E-TYPE
By David Goodfellow
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ecovery from WWII was slow and painful for
the British, and by 1960 the country was in a
recession yet again. Meat rationing had only
ended in 1954, and the Swinging Sixties were still
five years away. The arrival of a luxury car with the
most modern styling ever seen, capable of 150 mph
(according to the publicity) was bound to cause a
sensation. When the E-type Jaguar was unveiled in
March 1961, at the Geneva Car Show, it was as if
everyone had been waiting for this, and that finally
the ‘sunny uplands’ were in sight. Among car enthusiasts, it remains to this day the most beautiful car
ever made, and it made the reputation of Jaguar
too, even if that reputation was soon absorbed
into the calamity of British Leyland. The E-type was
the only Jaguar not almost entirely designed by
the owner, William Lyons, but instead showed the
technical skill and mastery of aerodynamics of its
design-engineer, Malcolm Sayer. Despite its cramped
space, high fuel-consumption and poor braking, it
remains the dream-car of many men around the
world.
On the morning of March 16, 1961, Brian Berry,
an executive with the British car-maker Jaguar,
climbed into a prototype of their latest car at their
Browns Lane plant in Coventry and headed for
Switzerland. Waiting for him, at the Geneva Car
Show in Parc des Eaux-Vives, was the founder of
Jaguar, Sir William Lyons. Berry arrived the next
morning, just 20 minutes before the scheduled unveiling, and after a quick clean, the car was revealed
to the waiting crowd. The E-type Jaguar was born,
and it took the car-world by storm.
The story of Jaguar begins many years earlier,
on the 21st birthday of William Lyons. That was the
day he was old enough to join his friend and fellow
motorcycle fanatic William Walmsley, in founding
the Swallow Sidecar Company. Their business was
converting war-surplus motorcycles and building
side-cars for them – a popular addition at that
time, which allowed working men to take their
girlfriends, wives and children for a spin. Walmsley, a
coal merchant’s son, had designed a sporty, streamlined aluminium side-car which was innovative for
those times. Lyons was the son of an Irishman who
had moved to Blackpool and opened a musical instrument shop, and the two fathers had guaranteed
a substantial loan of £500 to start the business.
By 1927 they were taking an Austin Seven chassis and adding their own body, converting the staid,

KEY FACTS
•
•
•
•

Designed by William Lyons and Malcolm
Sayer
Released in 1961 to huge accolades
First one bought by Brigitte Bardot’s
husband
Still regarded as the most beautiful car
ever built

square Austin into a sleek two-door convertible,
with a rounded rear-end, called the Austin Swallow.
By the end of the decade, they were buying engines
and chassis from the Standard Motor Company
in Coventry, adding a body, and doing brisk sales
of the Standard Swallow – about 50 cars a week.
Around the same time, they moved to Coventry,
which by then was the British centre of car manufacturing. In 1935 Walmsley decided to move on,
and Lyons bought him out, becoming Managing
Director, and re-naming the company SS Jaguar. The
‘SS’ was dropped after WWII, to avoid any Nazi
connotations – it was, of course, the initials of Standard Swallow.
During WWII, as for so many other companies,
the war-effort came first, and Jaguar built aircraft
components. But Lyons had a dream; he wanted to
create a sporting saloon car for men with family
responsibilities who loved fast-cars. To power it, he
created the XK engine, and the sport-cars he put
it into were popular beyond his dreams. It powered an early sports-convertible, the Jaguar XK120,
and then his sporting saloon, the Jaguar Mark VII.
The engine was so successful that it continued in
a range of sizes to be fitted into Jaguar cars until
1992. Jaguar was very much a one-man show, and
Lyons was in charge, designing all the cars, usually
by working with full-sized models, which he would
refine with his carefully-chosen team of top engineers and designers. Under his guidance, Jaguar
became a strong exporter at a time when the UK
desperately needed the foreign currency, and in
1956 he was knighted for his services to the country.
With its stylish sports-cars and powerful engine,
Jaguar soon built a reputation for speed and form,
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but the unveiling of the E-type, at the Geneva show
in 1961, catapulted them into a new era. With its
long, low, sweeping hood and tight body at the rear,
it was the epitome of modernism. It promised a
mind-blowing 150 mph, and all this at a relatively
modest list price of £2,097 for the Roadster and
£2,196 for the Coupe, about three times the average yearly wage in the UK at the time. Jaguar had
given the car to the magazine Autosport before the
show, and they had verified that top speed on an
autoroute in Belgium. Other magazines and papers
such as The Telegraph and The Times had also been
given early access so that reviews were ready on
the day of release. No doubt Jaguar’s test-driver,
Norman Dewis, had also topped 150 mph when he
drove all night to bring the convertible prototype
to Geneva for the second day of the show, to keep
up with the demand for test drives. Enzo Ferrari
described it as, “The most beautiful car ever made”,
and the first sale was to Brigitte Bardot’s husband,
Jacques Charrier, who flew from Rome to test-drive
it, as soon as he heard of its arrival.
The E-type styling had begun earlier, with the
E1A, a smaller sports-car designed by Malcolm
Sayer, Jaguar’s engineer. Sayer was a mathematical
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engineer who understood how to create beauty with the principles of aerodynamics. In those
pre-computer times, he worked for weeks with
slide-rule and log-tables to do what today is done
by CAD in a few hours. It was his ability to design
for both grace and function that gave his cars their
special élan. Another clear predecessor was the
D-Type racing coupé, also aerodynamically designed
by Sayer. Both cars used monocoque construction,
meaning that the body was a single skin, gaining
its strength from the forces within the form itself,
rather than from reinforcing elements. The D-Type
had won the Le Mans 24-hour race three years
in a row, 1955, 1956 and 1957. This had cemented
Jaguar’s reputation on the racing circuit, an essential
element in building the image that would make the
E-type so desirable as a road vehicle.
The first cars, Series 1, were produced from
1961 to 1968. The earlier models had a 3.8-litre engine, but this was increased to 4.2 litres in 1964 to
achieve greater torque, and so reducing gear changing. Both engines delivered 265 HP. The car accelerated 0 – 60 mph in 6 to 7 seconds, and a standing
¼ mile in about 15 seconds. It easily reached 100
mph before reaching that ¼ mile point. The car had

innovative independent coil-spring rear suspension
with torsion bar front ends, and disc brakes on all
four wheels, something still very new in that era.
A four-seater version was released in 1966, with a
small back-seat for children. Series 2 cars had modified headlights to satisfy new US regulations. An
ignition key replaced the push-button starter, and
the seats had head restraints, again to satisfy legal
requirements for the large US export market. By
1971 automatic transmission was available for the
Series 3, replacing the original 4-speed manual gearbox, and power-braking became standard. In total,
72,233 E-types were produced in all its variations.
By 1975 Jaguar produced its last E-type, and
there had been many changes at the company by
then. In 1965 the British Motor Corporation, a
merger of Austin and Morris, bought the Pressed
Steel Company, who made Jaguar’s bodies. Lyon felt
pressured to join BMC, which Jaguar did in 1965. In
1968 BMC merged with Leyland to form the disastrous giant, British Leyland, which was saved from
failure in 1975 by nationalization. Jaguar returned
to private ownership when it was separated from
British Leyland by Margaret Thatcher, and it thrived
for a while under the leadership of Sir John Egan,
before disappearing into the jaws of the Ford Motor Company in 1990. Ford went on to sell Jaguar,
along with Land Rover, to the Indian car manufacturer Tata Motors in 2008, who established it as a
British-registered subsidiary.
As for Lyons himself, he retired as managing
director in 1968, at the time of the merger with
BMC, but remained as chairman, before retiring entirely in 1972. He retreated to golf, travel, gardening,
and his farm at Wappenbury, Warwickshire. He died
in 1985. William Sayer continued with Jaguar until
his sudden death from a heart attack in 1970, just
53 years old. There are approximately 6,600 E-types
still in existence.

•
•
•

Further Research
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Sites to Visit
Collections of vintage Jaguar cars can be seen at:
•
•
•

to 5 pm. It is possible to drive the E-type
Jaguar on 2 Saturdays a month, during June,
July, September and October, at the Jaguar
Proving Ground in Fen End, Warwickshire.
Booking is necessary.
Great Escape Cars, UK, offer several vintage
Jaguars for hire.
The production facilities for current Jaguar
cars at the Solihull plant can be visited:
The Jaguar Visitor Centre, Jaguar Land
Rover, Solihull, Lode Lane, Solihull, West
Midlands.

Coventry Transport Museum
Millennium Place, Hales Street, Coventry Open Monday-Saturday, 10 am to 5 pm.
British Motor Museum - Banbury Road,
Gaydon, Warwickshire - Open daily, 10 am
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Jaguar E-type: The Complete Story, by Jonathan Wood
Jaguar E-type: A celebration of the world’s
favourite ‘60s icon, by Nigel Thorley
Jaguar E-type: A Collector’s Guide, by Paul
Skilleter
Jaguar E-type: The Originality Guide to the
Jaguar E-Type, by Anders Ditlev Clausager
E-type Jaguar DIY Restoration & Maintenance: A Kind of Loving, by Chris Rooke
Jaguar: The Definitive History of a Great
British Car, by Andrew Whyte
Jaguar: The Complete Illustrated History, by
Philip Porter
JAGUAR DVD:Victory by Design. Historic,
race-winning cars driven hard. Unique footage of rare cars, hidden in private collections; until now.

A LAMENT FOR ACKERGILL TOWER
By Jonathan Thomas
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I

slept in a castle once. And it’s an experience
my wife and I, and no one, in fact, will ever
have again at Ackergill Tower.
When we drove from Land’s End to John
O’Groats last year, we wanted to finish off our
drive in Scotland with a final hurrah. When I
googled hotels near John O’Groats, I came
across Ackergill Tower. It was an old Scottish
Castle, perched on the Northern-most coast
and it was a hotel. I booked a room immediately.
Staying in a castle would be the perfect way to
end our incredible drive.
We arrived in the late afternoon, after a long
day of driving from Inverness with a stop off at
Dunrobin Castle (worth an article on its own).
We went up a private drive and came around
a bend, and there it was, the magnificent castle,
glowing in the late afternoon sun. It was exactly
like a castle in a fairy tale book. A beautiful old
medieval building with a central tower, with
the North Sea in the background. It was quite
something to see.
We parked our car in the front, next to
a picturesquely placed green Land Rover
Defender. The scene had a feeling of nobility
like we were up for a shooting weekend at
a private residence. We checked in, and our
bags disappeared as the staff collected them
promptly. We didn’t have a sea view, but we
were in the main tower. We were led there by a
helpful member of the staff. It was a precipitous
staircase that wound up the tower, with stairs
worn down by hundreds of years of history, it
was like a fairytale except it was real. We had to
be sure to grab onto the ropes as it was narrow,
steep, claustrophobic, and wonderful.
When we got our level, a massive wooden
door was opened and were presented with
our room. It was the former room of the lady
of the house, and it has the most beautiful blue
wallpaper. The Lady of Akergill, studied bugs,
butterflies, and the flora and fauna and the soft
blue wallpaper, was littered with the patterns of
all of these beautiful creatures, and plants. The
room was massive by British hotel standards.
We felt like we were high, on top of the world,
from our room at the top of the castle. The view
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outside the window took in the estate below us,
the large manicured lawn and winding driveway.
No one knows quite when the castle was
built, but records of the castle began in the
1400s and 1500s. It’s always been a place that
changed hands relatively frequently and was
never held by one family for more than a
few generations until the Dunbar family took
ownership. The castle was cold and drafty castle
for most of its history until it was turned into a
stately home in the Victorian era. The changes,
while still retaining the ancient parts of the
castle made the dwelling more comfortable for
its occupants. Ackergill Castle became a place
of aristocratic weekend parties and literary
connections, despite its remote location at
almost the far northwestern point in Scotland.
Sadly, the Dunbar family eventually sold the
castle and converted into a hotel, but it wasn’t
just any hotel, it was a beautiful Scottish castle!
Just stepping into the foyer with the massive
stone fireplace burning a welcoming fire, we
felt like we were walking into history and were
thrilled to add our own story to this special
place. It felt luxurious to settle into our room,
and we enjoyed the opportunity to relax in such
stately surroundings as we sipped our tea and
ate our biscuits that afternoon. We had booked
ahead for dinner in the Great Hall, which was
something to look forward to. It was a ‘proper’
restaurant with a fixed menu, chosen that day by
the chef, incorporating what was local and fresh
each day.
Before dinner, we had been invited down
to the sitting rooms for drinks; this was like an
episode of Downton Abbey. So, my wife and
I did our best to dress smart, and made our
way down the giant wooden staircase, with its
tartan carpet. We could sit in one of the sitting
rooms amongst all the paintings and ornate
furniture like it was your own home. We choose
the sitting room that faced the coast, listening
to the sea, pounding the shore. The waitstaff
came in like we were the Lord and Lady of the
manner, offering to bring a pre-dinner drink. We
put our order in and took in the splendor of
the room. There was a desk there facing out to
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the sea, an ideal place to sit and write, with the
sea lashing outside and a fire in the hearth. The
castle had the most remarkable smell - a mix of
old castle damp, old leather books and the dust
of hundreds of years of history - it smelled like
history.
As we were waiting for dinner, sipping our
drinks in our own sitting room, we heard a
commotion out in the hall. We overheard the
excitement; a hunting party returned with the
news that they’ll bagged a stag on the estate
during their hunt. A bottle of Scotch was opened
in celebration; this was feeling more like we
had slipped through a wormhole in time as if
we were guests at a fine country house. The
hunters and stalkers were still in their gear tweed jackets, welly boots and all celebrating.
The whole scene felt like a work of fiction, not
reality.
Precisely as we finished our drinks, we were
escorted our table. We walked into the historic
hall with its thirty-foot-tall stone ceiling and
wood-panelled walls, in awe. We were set in
a stone nook near one of the large fireplaces,
as the candles on our table were lit, as well
as the candles surrounding our table, that sat
on ancient stone ledges. There was a warm
fire burning just feet from our beautiful table.
Dinner was a long affair, with multiple courses
and was the most opulent dinner we had on
the entire trip. Sadly, I can’t recall the precise
menu, but I do remember plenty of game and
locally sourced produce. We had perhaps one of
the most romantic dinners of our life together
under the celling of that great hall, tucked into
our own little nook.
After dinner, we decided to take an evening
drive through Wick to see what it was like then
down to the sea to hear the waves lapping
on the shore. As Chicagoans, we are mostly
landlocked, so to hear the sea is a treat. We
retired back to our lovely room and settled
in for a perfect night’s sleep full of a delicious
dinner, and a feeling of being somewhere very
special.
When we woke up the next morning, we
knew our time was coming to an end with this

magical spot; we had only booked in for one
night. Before setting off for the day, we ventured
over to the other restaurant on the property
for breakfast, which was perfect in every way,
complete with tartan tablecloths. After breakfast
we took in a short walk along the coast, and we
were even more in awe from the shore looking
back up at the Castle. In that moment we both
vowed that we would be returning as guests to
soak in more of this charm of the castle. After
our walk, we checked out of the hotel, and our
visit to Ackergill Castle was over. We looked
back wistfully as we drove away, not ready to
leave this special place. We both had a fantasy
of coming back for a week in the middle of
the winter, when we’d have the place mostly
to ourselves, and write until we couldn’t write
anymore, punctuated by cups of tea and wistfully
staring out at the sea.
Shortly after our stay, we learned that our
dream would never be realized. The castle,
which was for sale while we were staying
there, was sold to an American philanthropist,
practically in the cover of darkness. A planning
permission application was quickly lodged to
turn the castle from a hotel back into a private
home. It was granted by the local council. The
hotel was closed immediately, all the staff were
laid off, and this luxury hotel of the North of
Scotland was no more. Only a memory for us,
something we could never revisit. We were not
only saddened by the news for us, but we had
great concern for the amazing staff of the hotel,
who were now out of a job. A huge blow for
the struggling economy in Scotland’s far north.
It’s heartbreaking that this beautiful place, along
with the estate around it, is now closed to the
public forever.
We can never go back, and neither can
anyone else. And that’s a shame. Goodbye
Ackergill Tower, you were lovely, thank you for
sheltering us for an evening, and letting us be
part of your beautiful story.
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GREAT HOUSES: BLETCHLEY PARK
THE HOUSE THAT WON THE WAR
By Laura Porter
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Bletchley Park is a place of exceptional historical
importance as it was the top-secret home of British
codebreaking during World War Two. It produced
secret intelligence which had a direct influence
on the outcome of the conflict. Many historians
estimate that the Codebreakers’ efforts helped to
shorten the war by up to two years, saving countless
lives.

London to a location with space for expansion.
In 1938 the core 58-acres around the Mansion
were purchased by the British Government to
house the GC&CS in a quiet rural location, easily
reached from London, Cambridge and Oxford.
More important than the transport links though,
it was the relative ease with which Bletchley Park
could be connected to a nearby telecommunications
highway that made it such a good choice for the
Codebreakers.

This was an intelligence factory and, at its peak,
around 10,000 people worked at Bletchley Park
and its associated outstations with women
outnumbering men at around 3 to 1.

100 staff started working from the Bletchley Park
mansion in August 1939. The major codebreaking
sections initially worked on the ground floor, before
the expansion into the wooden huts that were hastily
erected in the final months before the war.

Over the past twenty years, Bletchley Park has
become an internationally renowned heritage
attraction. I visited to see the new exhibition
marking this year’s 75th anniversary of D-Day (see
my report on Anglotopia.net), and I’m pleased I can
tell you more about Bletchley Park here.

GC&CS

BACKGROUND
Bletchley village dates back to medieval times when
the estate included a deer park and fish pond. In
the early 18th century a house was built for the
antiquary and politician Dr Browne Willis, and the
fish pond became a lake. That house was demolished
in the 1790s.
The current Mansion, which dates from the 1870s,
was transformed following the purchase of Bletchley
Park in 1883 by Sir Herbert Leon, a prominent
financier. He expanded the then-existing farmhouse
to have an opulent new south front combining
Victorian Gothic, Tudor and Dutch Baroque styles.
The Mansion’s lavish interior was decorated in an
eclectic Domestic Revival style, and the estate was
expanded and provided with a home farm, ornate
gardens, a recreation ground and cricket pavilion,
entrance lodges and cottages. After the death of
Lady Fanny Leon in 1937, the 581-acre estate was
split up.

LOCATION CHOICE
It was fully expected that London would come
under heavy air attack, so the Government Code
and Cypher School (GC&CS) needed to move out of
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When the Government Code and Cypher School
moved to Bletchley Park, only a minority were
working on German codes – not because it wasn’t
a priority, but because there was limited material to
work with.
The Codebreakers didn’t break a single wartime
message by the end of 1939. At first, German
communications looked bulletproof – thanks to
Enigma, the machine used by much of the German
military to scramble its messages into unintelligible
ciphertext. It was a fiendishly complex device with
a plugboard, rotors and rings that could be set up in
billions of different ways. It was this set-up or ‘key’
that the Codebreakers somehow had to identify.
Speed and efficiency were needed to capture
valuable information to keep pace with the German
practice of changing the machine settings every 24
hours.

STATION X
During the war, Bletchley Park operated under the
cover name ‘Station X’, but its many cryptographic
achievements would not have been possible without
the work of the ‘Y stations’. These were listening
stations – first used in World War One designed
to intercept the communications of the enemy.
Positioned up and down the country and at strategic
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locations overseas, the role of the Y Stations was
simply to translate the Morse signals into letter and
number form and then deliver these messages to
Bletchley Park – either by teleprinter or motorcycle
courier.

cemented into British-United States affairs.
It’s a wonderfully grand building with ornatelycarved wood-panelled walls. Access is only to the
ground floor, and there are temporary exhibitions
staged in the larger rooms.

VISITING

STABLEYARD

Bletchley Park receives huge numbers of
international visitors. It’s easy to reach from
London as the train journey is only 40 minutes and
Bletchley station is opposite the entrance to BP. It is
recommended to allow 4 to 5 hours for your visit,
and you could easily spend a full day here. Your
ticket becomes an annual pass so you can return for
unlimited visits throughout the year.

The buildings to the side of the Mansion were where
the first breakthroughs into the daily-changing
German Enigma were made as the stableyard
cottages were used by the Codebreakers.
Alfred Dillwyn ‘Dilly’ Knox and his team worked
in Cottage 3. He was among the first members of
GC&CS when it was formed in 1919, and there
was no-one better placed to lead the fight against
Enigma.

You can visit the buildings in any order although the
map and audio guide offer a suggested route. There
are free one-hour guided outdoor walking tours
available that you can sign up for on arrival.

Dilly Knox, Mavis Lever and Margaret Rock worked
together to find a way into the Abwehr’s encryption.
The breakthrough came on 8 December 1941
when Lever deciphered a message that allowed
Knox to work out the internal mechanisms of
the Abwehr Enigma (Abwehr was the German
intelligence service). Because of their work, the
Allies had privileged access to the communications
of the German intelligence service, giving them a
significant advantage and extraordinary insight into
the enemy’s plans, beliefs and anxieties.

Atmospheric soundscapes have been installed across
the site so you’ll hear a steam train, church bells,
sports games and even people talking in the bushes.

BLOCK C
Block C is the visitor reception area with toilets,
coffee shop and gift shop. Have a cuppa, collect your
audio guide, sign up for a free walking tour and then
get exploring.

You can’t enter the cottages as most are used as
offices, but you can visit the garages and see wartime
vehicles including a Norton dispatch bike used to
transport top-secret intelligence. As many as forty
riders delivered up to 3,000 messages a day.

MANSION
This multi-styled Victorian Mansion housed the
offices of senior staff such as John Tiltman, head
of the Military Section, Commander Alastair
Denniston, head of GC&CS until 1942, and
Commander Edward Travis, head from 1942 and
the first post-war head of GCHQ.

CODEBREAKING HUTS
The development of the Huts and Blocks, from
the original nucleus centred on the Mansion
and Stableyard, shows how codebreaking was
industrialised. Huts were paired with Codebreakers
in one and Translators in the other.

Amongst the renovated rooms you can visit are
Commander Denniston’s office and the Library
which have been recreated as they would have been
during World War Two. It was in this office that the
‘special relationship’ initiated politically by Winston
Churchill and President Roosevelt, was firmly

Here’s the Codebreaking process:
•
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Listening to the enemy
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THE BOMBE

Getting the message to BP
Registration
The Codebreakers
Finding the Settings
Checking the Settings
All messages deciphered
Translation and Evaluation
Outward Dispatch

The Poles had enjoyed significant success against
Enigma before the war and had shared the details
with the French and British. Part of their success was
based on their development of electro-mechanical
machinery known as the Bomba – literally ‘bomb’ –
possibly named after the ticking noise it made when
in action.

HUT 3 & HUT 6

In 1939, 27-year-old Alan Turing took that
knowledge and, with Gordon Welchman, designed
the Bombe – a machine that could speed through
the myriad possible starter settings for Enigma in a
matter of minutes. To get the necessary funding, it
took a letter from Turing delivered by hand to Prime
Minister Winston Churchill. Impressed by the team’s
contribution in the Atlantic, Churchill’s response
was immediate: “Make sure they have all they want
extreme priority and report to me that this has been
done. Action this day.”

January 1940 was the coldest that Britain had
experienced for almost 50 years. And it was when
the German Army and Air Force Enigma Reporting
Section moved into Hut 3. The Translators had to
make German military language, strictly formatted
and littered with jargon, read like a credible report
from a fake spy so the Germans could be fed a diet
of deception.
Huts 3 and 6 have been restored and faithfully
recreated to offer a World War Two ambience. You
can walk into each room and hear the workers
talking. It really feels as if they have just left the
room. There are ashtrays on the desk beside cups
of tea, and cardigans are draped over the backs of
chairs.

The Enigma code had 158 million, million, million
possible solutions. If a suitable crib could be found,
this reduced the number of possibilities down to
one million. The Bombe was a complex electrical
circuit used to carry out a systematic search to find
those combinations of Enigma wheels and starting
positions that generated the correct pattern of letter
pairings from the crib. Once a logical sequence was
detected, the machine stopped. This information
was checked and verified, and then the rest of the
message could be deciphered quickly.

HUT 8
Hut 8 was built in January 1940 for deciphering raw
communications sent by the German navy. The first
break into naval Enigma – codenamed Dolphin –
early in 1941 had a significant impact on the Battle
of the Atlantic reducing the destruction wrought by
U-Boats.

HUT 11 & HUT 11A
Hut 11 was built in concrete to hold the Bombe
machine. Hut 11A was added in March 1942 for
hosting more Bombes and as a training centre
for WRNS – Women’s Royal Naval Service who
operated the machines and nicknamed this hot and
noisy hut the ‘Hell Hole’.

Hut 8 was paired with Hut 4, which is now the
cafe. Hut 8 has a display about homing pigeons and
touchscreen tables to discover more information
about the work done here.
The head of Hut 8 was Alan Turing, and you can see
his recreated office – do notice his tea mug chained
to the radiator.

Bombes were eventually mass-produced with 200
here by the end of the war. Unfortunately, all of
these were broken up and destroyed. There were
more at outstations in local villages with even more
produced and operated in the United States. Hut
11A became the main control centre for all Bombes
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in the UK.

message but the second message was shorter – a
fact which alerted John Tiltman, an experienced
cryptanalyst. It turned out that the operator had
abbreviated sections of the second message to make
it less laborious to send. More crucially still, he
had abbreviated one of the crib words that Tiltman
was using: ‘Spruchnummer’ meaning ‘message
number’ in the first message had been abbreviated
to ‘Spruchnr’.

HUT 4 – THE CAFE
Before the arrival of GC&CS, the Library in the
Mansion looked out over a beautiful rose garden.
It now has an excellent cafe which offers decent hot
and cold meals.

BLOCK B

It took Tiltman ten days, but he recovered both
German messages in full. Tiltman’s results were
passed to the Research Section, and Bill Tutte
detected a pattern in their letters which allowed him
to establish a method for determining the various
elements that made up the Lorenz mechanism.

In March 1941 a decision was made which would
alter the landscape and layout of Bletchley Park
forever. The codebreaking factory had outgrown
the Mansion, Cottages and wooden huts, and a
programme of building more permanent brick and
concrete blocks was begun.
The Museum in Block B has a lot of displays relating
to wartime Bletchley Park including The Life and
Works of Alan Turing, the largest public display of
Enigma machines in the world and an exhibition
about the breaking of the Lorenz cipher.
You can also visit the National Radio Centre with
exhibits from the late 19th century to future radio
developments. There’s also the opportunity to “go on
air” in their radio station.

LORENZ
Details of the Lorenz machine and Bletchley Park’s
role in breaking it were only completely declassified
in 2002, which partly explains why it is so much less
known than Enigma.

A new Codebreaker unit was set up called the
Testery (named after its head Ralph Tester). Max
Newman was on the team and tried to design
something similar to Lorenz to speed up the
deciphering process. This machine was dubbed
‘Robinson’ after Heath Robinson – the illustrator
whose comic images of fantastically-complex
inventions had captured the nation’s imagination
since World War One.
Newman asked one of the Robinson designers,
Tommy Flowers if he could make the machine more
reliable. Flowers suggested a different machine,
but when he asked for another year to develop the
idea, the Codebreakers felt it was too long to wait.
Undeterred, Flowers pressed on with development
for the next 11 months.

COLOSSUS

In mid-1941 unusual signals were picked up –
referred to as Tunny at Bletchley Park – protected by
a machine much more complex than Enigma. The
Codebreakers had never seen a physical example of
a Lorenz machine so had no idea how it worked or
what internal mechanisms it relied on.
On 30 August 1941, a German Lorenz operator
sent a long message, but due to disruption to the
transmission, he was asked to repeat it. He did
so but used the same settings. Theoretically, this
should have produced exactly the same enciphered

In December 1943, when Flowers arranged a
demonstration of the machine, the first thing that
struck the Codebreakers was its sheer size, so it
became known as Colossus. It processed data at
the extraordinary speed of 5,000 characters per
second – fives times faster than Robinson, and it was
remarkably reliable.
On 18 January 1944, the first full working version of
Colossus was delivered to Bletchley Park. Colossus
Mark 2 arrived in May 1944 meaning it was working
in time for Eisenhower and Montgomery to be sure
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that Hitler had swallowed the deception plan prior
to D-Day on 6 June 1944. There were eventually ten
working Colossi at Bletchley Park.
Block H was completed by June 1944 and occupied
by mid-September. Today Block H is The National
Museum of Computing and is open to visitors.

D-DAY
As 2019 is the 75th anniversary of D-Day, Bletchley
Park has a new exhibition in the Teleprinter
Building. The success of D-Day marked the
beginning of the end of Nazi Germany and started
the liberation of Western Europe. No single
operation of World War Two was so dependent on
Bletchley as the Normandy landings. It involved a
two-year intelligence plan, and they were working
right up to the day.

NOT ALL WORK
The eclectic mix of people, together with the rarefied
atmosphere of Bletchley Park and the great sense of
its work’s importance, made for a unique experience.

renowned for their dances. Many romances
blossomed, and numerous couples went on to
marry. But they had all signed the Official Secrets
Act and kept their vow of silence until the story
of what was achieved here began to emerge in the
1970s.

While sitting in his ground-floor office in the
Victorian Mansion, overlooking the lake and
grounds, Commander Denniston made clear his
intention to provide facilities for relaxation from
the mental stresses of work. The first meeting of the
Joint Committee of Control, which ran the internal
organisation of Bletchley Park from 1941 to 1945,
issued a memo which read: ‘In my view we have
reached a stage in the development of BP which our
main and most serious drawback to efficiency and
the sense of good feeling on which efficiency must
depend, is not the absence of adequate space to
work, but the absence of any place at all to play.’

AFTER THE WAR
After the end of codebreaking at Bletchley Park in
1946, the site became a GPO (General Post Office)
residential regional training centre for clerical,
engineering and telecommunications work. They left
in the 1990s but were able to assist in the formation
of the Bletchley Park Trust which has taken forward
the preservation of Bletchley Park’s wartime story
and the restoration of the site.

The Bletchley Park Recreational Club included a
library, drama group, music and choral societies, as
well as bridge, chess, fencing and Scottish dancing.
There was boating on the lake and croquet on the
lawn in front of Denniston’s office.

In the late 1980s, the buildings were almost
demolished as so few knew their historical
importance. Fortunately, a 1992 reunion of people
who worked here helped raise awareness and saved
Bletchley Park from becoming a housing estate.

Wrens drafted in to operate the Bombes were
billeted together at local country houses including
Woburn Abbey, and the ‘Wrenneries’ became
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THE SLANG PAGE
10 IRISH SLANG WORDS

Bang On

out. Eejit basically translates to “idiot” or “fool” and
originates around the 19th Century, but the modern
spelling comes from the 1950s. For an example,
here’s a lovely quote from Father Ted: “’Dougal, have
you been drinking?’ ‘I have, Ted! I’ve been drinking
like a mad eejit! Oh wait—no, I haven’t!’”

“Bang on” is a phrase that means you’re correct or
right about something. “Danny told me the other day
that if you wrap a wet paper towel around a drink
and stick it in the freezer, it’ll get cold faster. He was
bang on about it.”

Feck
Black Stuff
If you’ve watched Father Ted, you’ve heard this word
used quite a lot, especially from Father Jack. Feck
is a creative way to curse without actually cursing,
though the level of offensiveness differs from person
to person. It’s mostly used as a softer version of the
f-word and its popularity soared because of Father
Ted (which used it quite liberally), even seeing use in
advertising campaigns. A common phrase associated
with it is “Feck off!” which means the same as it does
if you used harsher language.

When you’re in a pub, you might hear someone
saddle up to the bar and say, “I’ll have a pint of the
black stuff.” What they’re asking for is a pint of stout,
but most commonly this means a pint of Guinness.
Guinness was introduced in 1759 and has been the
most prolific stout in the world.
Boyo
A “boyo” is a boy or man. Usually a term of
endearment. It’s used much in the same way that
“mate” might be on Great Britain. The first recorded
use was back in 1835 and likely came over with the
large influx of Irish immigrants to the US in the 19th
Century.

Manky
Manky is definitely not a term you’ll like, as it’s
used for anything that is disgusting or dirty. It’s not
necessarily an insult as it is usually directed at things
rather than people. For example, you might say “You
better wash your manky hands before dinner.”

Craic

Puss

“Craic” is one of those catch-all slang terms with
multiple meanings, but normally is meant as “a great
conversation” or gossip. The origin of the word
is the Middle English “crak”, which means “loud
conversation” or “bragging talk”. It can also be used
to mean fun or entertainment.

If someone’s ever told you that you have a “sour
puss”, this phrase is related to its Irish cousin, where
“puss” means “face”. Much like the American phrase,
it can also be used to mean a displeased face, as in
“Oh, don’t make such a puss, you knew this party was
coming up.”

Donkey’s Years

Savage

This is a phrase that means “a long time” or a
“number of years”. It originates in rhyming slang
of the early-20th Century, and was derived from
“donkey’s ears”, which are naturally pretty long.
“Tommy, it’s been donkey’s years since you’ve been
here!”

In the United States, “savage” usually means
something fierce and can also be used for a
particularly harsh insult. In Ireland, however, “savage”
can mean something that is excellent as well as being
severe. One example would be “Went out with the
mates for a few pints last night. It was absolutely
savage!”

Eejit
This one might be easy to guess if you sound it
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