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STUNNING FACES AND
PRE-RAPHAELITE PLACES
By Kirsty Stonell Walker

Ophelia by Waterhouse
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T

here has been renewed interest in the art of
the Pre-Raphaelites over the last few years
including some high profile exhibitions
currently touring America. The paintings of this
group of nineteenth-century young art rebels, who
valued truth to nature in their highly detailed,
vividly color paintings, inspire a fascination in the
artists themselves: Dante Gabriel Rossetti, the
Italian romantic, John Everett Millais, the child
prodigy, and William Holman Hunt, the religious
maniac, gave voice to a movement of art that drew
in artists for almost a century. In an attempt to
take art back to a time before Raphael, these ‘PreRaphaelite’ artists found the faces for their truth in
working-class women they christened ‘Stunners.’
Their ability to not only find beauty in ordinary
women but to exalt these women to positions of
queens, goddesses and heroines of literature caused
early critics such as Charles Dickens to ridicule
them, but slowly they changed the face of beauty.
Before the Pre-Raphaelites, the standards of
female beauty had much to do with the image of
small, dark-haired Queen Victoria. Women were
praised for being slight and almost frail, with
smooth, tightly bound dark hair. The women of
Pre-Raphaelite art had loose copper hair or a wild
abundance of curls of frizz, dressed in loose flowing
gowns. Scandalously, the names of these models
became known alongside those of the artists.
Elizabeth Siddal, artist and poet as well as model
and mistress to Dante Gabriel Rossetti, is now
well-known to gallery-going art lovers, especially
as the face of John Everett Millais’ Ophelia (1851).
Others such as Jane Morris and Fanny Cornforth are
the subjects of researchers who want to know more
about the muses behind such stunning paintings.
Their lives tell us much about the position of
women in such a bohemian slice of an otherwise
rigid society, and it is possible to walk in their
footsteps and visit their homes and haunts. The
following are three pilgrimages with stories of love
and loss, beauty and sadness that are as inspiring to
the modern visitor as they were to the artists over a
century and a half ago.
Starting in London, it is possible to visit a great
many sites of Pre-Raphaelite interest in England.
Despite the Second World War bombings and the
post-War ‘redevelopment,’ key buildings can still be
visited so you can experience standing in the place
of a Victorian supermodel. The alleyway where

Elizabeth Siddal was discovered by a friend of the
Pre-Raphaelites, Walter Deverell, working in Mrs.
Tozier’s hat shop can be visited at 3 Cranbourne
Street, north of Leicester Square. Similarly, in Red
Lion Square, where Rossetti, Edward Burne-Jones,
and William Morris lived, it is almost possible
to feel the spirit of ‘Red Lion Mary,’ the young
artists’ patient housekeeper, forever putting up with
their antics whiles appearing in some of their early
sketches. Elizabeth Siddal’s grave is something of a
Mecca for Pre-Raphaelite lovers, within the Rossetti
family plot at Highgate Cemetery. She is buried
beside her poet sister-in-law Christina Rossetti, but
not her erstwhile husband, Dante Gabriel Rossetti.
After he arranged for her to be disinterred to
retrieve a book of poems he had romantically buried
with her, he swore he would never be buried beside
Elizabeth for fear she would crawl into his coffin to
take her posthumous revenge.
On a far more cheery note, a short walk in
Chelsea reveals two great romances in the PreRaphaelite story. Starting at 59 Cheyne Walk in
‘Prospect Place’ where William Holman Hunt had
his studio, you can see the Cross Keys public house.
It was here in the early 1850s that Hunt, desperate
to discover his own ‘stunner’ to inspire his art, saw
barmaid Annie Miller and fell in love. Annie was
the strong-willed and independent daughter of a
Chelsea Pensioner (retired soldier) left to support
her sister, Harriet. She jumped at the chance to
model for Hunt, which was considerably easier
and safer work than the pub. Hunt fell in love with
her and promised to marry her if she took lessons
to learn to be a lady. Whilst envisaging My Fair
Lady but with a happy ending, Hunt didn’t take
into account Annie’s feelings and the romance was
not destined to end well. Annie and Hunt parted
ways, and Annie moved to the south coast to have a
long and happy life, well away from Pre-Raphaelite
artists.
Walking along Cheyne Walk, you will reach
number 16, also known as the Queen’s House or
more commonly Tudor House, the home of Dante
Gabriel Rossetti from 1863 until his death. He
had been living 14 Chatham Place, Blackfriars
(now sadly demolished), but after his wife’s tragic
death from an overdose of laudanum, he could not
bear to remain there and moved to Chelsea. It was
in the wide back garden there that he had a wild
menagerie of animals, from peacocks to wombats,
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The Lady of Shalott by Waterhouse

and chasing them around was his lover, Fanny
Cornforth. Fanny had been a country girl from
Sussex, who had come to London seeking better
fortune. She met Rossetti at a public celebration
for the return of Florence Nightingale from the
Crimean War, and the artist was instantly besotted
with her long wild hair and no-nonsense approach
to love and life. She was not so popular with
Rossetti’s friends who found her loud and common,
but Rossetti remained fond of her until the end of
his life. To keep her close, Rossetti rented a house
for her which can be found at 36 Royal Avenue, a
short walk from Tudor House. From here it might
well have been possible to see or even access the
back garden of Tudor House, and Rossetti, who
suffered mental health and addiction issues for the
last decades of his life must have been comforted to
have her close at hand.
If like Annie Miller, you wish to escape London,
many Pre-Raphaelite places can be found along the
south coast of England. Rossetti died in a bungalow
in Birchington-on-Sea, far to the east, and his Celtic
cross gravestone, designed by friend Ford Madox

Brown, was visited by his friends and models in his
lonely Kentish corner of England. Traveling west,
you will find Rossetti in happier times. Hastings
is the town where, in 1860, Rossetti rushed to
the sick bed of Elizabeth Siddal, fearing she was
about to die. He swore that he would marry her
if she recovered and as soon as she had strength
enough, he carried her to St Clement’s Church
close to the High Street house where they spent
their honeymoon. For a brief time the couple were
blissfully happy by the seaside, and despite the
events of the two years that followed, it is possible
in the narrow streets and pretty houses to see the
charm and romance of this seaside town.
Traveling still further west along the main
south coast road, you will pass other homes of PreRaphaelite women. Annie Miller married the cousin
of Lord Ranelagh, Captain Thomas Thomson,
and lived happily at Shoreham-by-Sea, where she
is buried in an unmarked grave in the cemetery
there. Fanny Cornforth’s origins can be discovered
in Steyning, just outside of Brighton, where she
was known as plain Sarah Cox, the daughter of a
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Clockwise from Top Left: 36 Royal Avenue, Holman Hunt Studio,
North End House Rottingdean, The Cross Keys Public House

blacksmith. Far removed from the poverty and
illness of Fanny’s village home is Rottingdean, a
delightful village which was home to the BurneJones family. Margaret Burne-Jones married in the
aptly-named St Margaret of Antioch church where
there is a St Margaret window, designed by her
father, the artist, and designer Edward Burne-Jones.
The family home, North End House can be seen
across the village green, where Georgiana BurneJones protested the Boer War by hanging a banner
from her windows. A woman of strong opinions,
Georgiana was never afraid of standing up for what
she believed in, not only in national politics but also
locally, as a parish councilor.
If you are after a more traditional and poetic
side of Pre-Raphaelite women’s lives, then walking
in the footsteps of Jane Morris is your best bet.
From her humble beginnings in Oxford to the
bittersweet homes of her marriage, it is possible
to follow Jane through her rags to riches life to a
greater extent than any other woman in the Pre-

Raphaelite movement. St Helen’s Passage is the
address of Jane’s family home in Oxford, a narrow
corridor filled with slum homes of the poor workers
of the city, now marked with a blue plaque. Tall,
ungainly Jane was not expected to do well in life,
but she was thrust into the spotlight by the PreRaphaelite artists who found her stature and unusual
looks to be exactly what they wanted for their vision
of a romantic, Medieval England. The designer
William Morris fell deeply in love with Jane and
married her, despite the difference in their social
standing. He built the Red House for her, a grand
Arts and Craft home now preserved by the National
Trust in Bexleyheath, just south of London.
As the Morris family grew, they sought out a
summer home, away from the noise and pollution
of London and looked west to Kelmscott Manor
in Gloucestershire. Kelmscott not only provided
a healthy family home for the Morris’s two young
daughters, but also an illicit romantic hideaway for
Jane and her lover Dante Gabriel Rossetti, William
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Morris’s best friend. Morris accepted his wife’s
infidelity and gave the couple the time and space
to conduct their affair, traveling to Iceland during
the summer months. Kelmscott remained with
the Morris family, even after the death of William
Morris in 1896 and then Jane in 1914. One of
Jane’s last acts was to buy the manor house for
her two daughters to live in. A final love story
happened at Kelmscott in the years after the First
World War when an outspoken, boisterous Land
Girl came to work for May. Miss Mary Lobb stayed
by May Morris’s side until her death in 1938 and
brought much-needed joy and laughter to the manor.
She died of a broken heart less than a year after
May.
The joy of visiting the homes and haunts of
the Pre-Raphaelite women is that it illuminates
the lives of the women that we would otherwise
only experience through the eyes of the artists.
By visiting the humble homes of Jane and Fanny
shows you how far they came in their life-journeys,

all the way to the walls of national art galleries.
Georgiana’s traditional home is at odds with her
political stand against the war. Annie’s flight from
London to the peace of the south coast shows you
the impact the Pre-Raphaelite circle had on the lives
of both the artists and their models. By walking
in their footsteps, it is possible to appreciate the
models not just as beautiful faces on a canvas but as
real women whose homes and haunts were witness
to their lives, loves, joys and tears.
Pre-Raphaelite Girl Gang will introduce readers of all ages to the remarkable women of the Pre-Raphaelite art
movement which began in the second
half of the nineteenth century and
continued through the early part of
the twentieth. From models to artists,
these women all contributed something
personal and incredible towards the
most beautiful and imaginative art
movement in the world.
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BRIT BOOK CORNER
A Royal Christmas - Royal Trust Collection
Many of the Christmas traditions that are celebrated around the world originated with
royalty around the world. It was Prince Albert and Queen Victoria that had the first
Christmas that we would recognize today. This is the first book ever published about Royal
Christmases put out by The Royal Trust Collection. This book feels luxurious, relevant to its
subject matter. The book starts with Queen Charlotte’s first Christmas as Queen all the way
to the current Queen, Elizabeth II, highlighting favorite Christmas memories, and traditions
of the Royal Family. The book is beautifully illustrated and has numerous pictures, making it
the perfect book to sit on a coffee table during the holidays. By far, one of my most favorite
chapters was on Christmas Menus; it was interesting to see how tastes changed over the
years. There was also a very informative chapter on the history of the Christmas Address,
the message given by the monarch each year on Christmas day. This book is a wonderful
treasure for royal fans and fans of Christmas too. This 140-page book is so beautifully done,
that it is a treasure in itself and would make a beautiful Christmas gift. Royal Trust Collection
$24.95

Evelyn Waugh’s Oxford by Barbara Cooke
Brideshead Revisited is one of my most favorite British books and British dramas as well. So
it was with great excitement that I received a copy of Evelyn Waugh’s Oxford. Oxford played
a huge role in Waugh’s life, and as a consequence, it also played a significant role in his writing.
This handy little book is a guide to all those connections. The author, Barbara Cooke, does a
great job at providing lots of background of Waugh’s actual experiences in Oxford and how
they related to the books he wrote. The first half of the book is an exploration of Waugh’s
life and relationship to the city while the latter half focuses on specific places and how they
relate to his works. I must confess that I’ve only read two of Waugh’s works, so many of the
references were lost on me simply because I haven’t read all his books. But my one major
takeaway from reading about his catalog of works is that I now really want to read them all.
The book is short and informative - I highly recommend it even for casual Waugh fans. If you
like Brideshead Revisited and Oxford, you will find this book interesting. Bodleian Library
$35.00

The Color of Time by Dan Jones and Marina Amaral
While this book is not strictly British related, it’s a pretty awesome book with lots of British
stuff in it (and one of the authors is British). The Color of Time takes iconic black and white
pictures and colorizes them in a natural way, providing a new way to look at some amazing
history. Highly recommend for any History buff! Some of the pictures inside are just amazing
and once color was added to them - it really brings historical figures and events alive for you.
About the book: “It spans more than one hundred years of world history from the reign of
Queen Victoria and the American Civil War to the Cuban Missile Crisis and the beginning of
the Space Age. It charts the rise and fall of empires, the achievements of science, industrial
developments, the arts, the tragedies of war, the politics of peace, and the lives of men and
women who made history. This illustrated narrative is a collaboration between a gifted
Brazilian artist and a New York Times bestselling British historian. Marina Amaral has created
two hundred stunning images, using rare photographs as the basis for her full-color digital
renditions. Dan Jones has written a narrative that anchors each image in its context and
weaves them into a vivid account of the world that we live in today.” Pegasus Books $39.95
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The Knowledge - By Robert Lordan
London Cabbies are among the best cab drivers in the world, if not the best. Their skill is
not by accident or chance; it is through hard work and something called The Knowledge. All
London Taxi cab drivers must learn “The Knowledge” a six-mile radius around Charing Cross
Train Station, is the memorization of every bit of roadway in this circle. Sometimes it can
take years to accomplish and complete “the knowledge.” Lordan, a London taxi cab driver,
gives some insight into what this feat takes and how hopeful drivers go about learning one of
the busiest and most complex cities in the world. Each chapter is broken down into “runs”
as the cabbies call them, or segments of the map. Each chapter has a hand-drawn illustration,
pointing out unique London landmarks, tucked into side-streets and alleyways. At the back of
the book, there is also a wonderful selection of “cabbie slang.” This small black book is well
organized and the perfect primer for anyone wanting to test their skill and learn more about
what it takes to cut it as a London taxi cab driver. Quercus Publishing $19.99

Princess- By Jane Dismore
Princess by Jane Dismore is a detailed and unique look into the early life of Elizabeth II. While
there have been many wonderful books written about the Queen’s life, this book is special
in that it really delves deep into a specific time in her life, her early years until she became
the Queen in 1952. The book starts with Elizabeth’s sense of duty coming into fruition at
ten as her Father, became the King of England. From there the book chronicles the Queen’s
teen years, what it was like to grow up as a Princess. It also goes into detail about the first
time The Queen met Prince Phillip at the age of thirteen. This comprehensive look at The
Queen’s remarkable life also covers her time during WWII, as she worked as a mechanic. It
goes on to look at her early marriage with Phillip. This book was well researched an made a
great companion to Netflix’s show The Crown. Dismore took her time and lovingly did her
research to put this beautiful book together. There is also a nice selection of photographs
that chronicle and add to the richness of this book. This book is a sure hit with Royal Fans!
Lyons Press $26.95

Beside the Seaside by John Heywood
An interesting book on the history of Yorkshire’s seaside resorts. A very granular book but
also a good survey of English seaside holidays in general. This short book is an excellent view
on British seaside culture through history. This book will appeal particularly to those with
a connection to Yorkshire, as that is the focus of the book. About the book: “Almost all of
us have happy memories of excursions and holidays spent beside the sea. For many, these
will have included the Yorkshire coast which runs unbroken for more than one hundred
miles between the two great rivers, the Tees and the Humber. Within those boundaries
are the popular seaside resorts of Whitby, Scarborough, Filey, and Bridlington as well as
numerous smaller and quieter but equally well-loved destinations. How did the love affair
with the area start and how did it develop? Over the years, all the ingredients for the perfect
holiday are there - the spas, the sea and sunbathing, board and lodgings, entertainment and
just as importantly, the journeys there and back. “Beside the Seaside” takes a detailed but
entertaining look back at the history of these resorts over the last four hundred years and
asks, “what does the future hold?” Packed with information, this book is fully illustrated with
photographs, old and new, together with paintings and etchings. Coupled with the thoughts
and memories of tourists and travelers from the 17th century through to the present time, it
gives a fascinating insight into how our ancestors would have spent their time at the coast.”
Pen & Sword Books $29.95
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THEN - Victorian Christmas Tree
The romanticized image of Christmas was a trend started by Victoria and Albert during
her reign. It was an effort to paint the portrait of the perfect Victorian family. The
Christmas Tree, a tradition started in Albert’s Germanic homeland was incorporated
into the Royal Family’s Christmas, which set a trend in wider society, creating one of the
most enduring Christmas traditions in the Western Christian World. The tree was much
the same then as it is today - except live burning candles were used to light the tree - a
considerable fire hazard.
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NOW - Anglotopia’s British Christmas Tree
The modern British Christmas tree hasn’t changed much since Victoria’s age - except that
they now use safe lighting that doesn’t catch fire! Ornaments are still placed on the tree
and presents are still nestled underneath the branches for children to open on Christmas
day. We had the pleasure of experiencing a British Christmas in 2013 and this was the
tree provided by the kind friends who owned the cottage we stayed in. While it was very
different from the tree we were used to back home, it was very British and we loved it to
bits.
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THE LIFE OF A QUEEN
LIFE OF A PRINCESS IN WARTIME

12

W

hen World War II started in September
1939, King George VI was still a new
king with a young family; Winston
Churchill was gearing up to bolster his nation in
enduring the long war (“Never surrender!”); and
the future Queen Elizabeth was just thirteen years
old. Those years of war turned out to be some of
her most formative years, teaching her more than
she would ever have learned in peacetime, working
harder than she thought possible, meeting people
she would not have met otherwise, and facing grief
and turmoil right alongside her country.
The war years must have seemed very uncertain
for young Elizabeth. Sure, she was unlikely to lose
everything she owned like some people in London,
but when your family is dedicated to service to
your country and your country’s future is at stake,
and your parents are in the thick of the danger,
Lilibet had a lot to be concerned about. With the
start of the war, the King and Queen were urged to
send the two princesses off to Canada to keep them
safe. This was not an unreasonable request—Hitler
and his armies immediately proved aggressive and
ruthless, kids all over Great Britain were being
evacuated to safer locations. But the Queen Mother
was insistent that she would not be separated from
her daughters or her husband, and since George VI
wouldn’t budge from London, they were all staying
in the country.
When war broke out, the family was in
Balmoral for their summer holiday, although the
King and Queen soon returned to London. It was
in the Highlands of Scotland that young Elizabeth
got her first glimpse of wartime deprivations. In
what was probably her first service in wartime,
Lilibet helped her mother host tea for women and
children displaced by the war. This would prove to
be a recurring theme for the future Queen during the
war—as a young teenager herself she seemed the
perfect one to minister to the children left behind or
sent away.
In 1939 the family kept to their tradition of
spending Christmas at the royal estate in Norfolk,
Sandringham. But after that initial popping around
the countryside, the family settled into what would
be their home for the duration of the war. Elizabeth
and Margaret would spend almost all of their war
years just outside the city, in Windsor, while their
parents would stay at Buckingham Palace a few
miles away in London. Being a royal residence

of considerable size, Windsor Castle was seen as
a target for the German forces because Windsor
was quickly fortified, fitted with barbed wire, antiaircraft guns, bomb shelters, and black-out curtains.
Fearing a land invasion, King George even removed
the gems from the Imperial Crown and buried
them in a cookie tin under one of the entrances to
Windsor Castle, as well as removing the priceless
artwork from the walls and sending it off to a more
secluded and secure estate.
Lilibet did her share of protecting Margaret, as
well, remarking, “I don’t think people should talk
about battle and things in front of Margaret. We
don’t want to upset her.” Lilibet clearly knew
there was something to be worried about, especially
after they spent their first night in the bomb shelter
at Windsor. Crawfie, their beloved nanny and
governess, describes it this way: “The shelter
was in one of the dungeons, not a particularly
inviting place anyway. There lingered about it
always the memory of others who had probably
been incarcerated there and left some of their
unhappiness behind them. The atmosphere was
gloomy, and there were beetles.” They would spend
many nights down there, although after that first
time the staff did a little more clearing out the doom
and gloom, making it seem a bit homier and less
beetle-y.
Continuing her outreach to the children
displaced by war, Elizabeth gave her first radio
broadcast in 1940 on the BBC program Children’s
Hour, addressed to children evacuated overseas.
At just age 14, she very sweetly and confidently
reassures the children listening, giving them hope
and comfort, speaking of “victory” and “when
peace comes.” In the end, we even hear little
Margaret wish everyone “good night, children.”
The future Queen seems warm and sympathetic;
something people will compliment her on for years
to come.
Life at Windsor during the war wasn’t always
quite so heavy, however. Crawfie was there with
them and wanted to bring some fun and distraction
into the home. She arranged pantomimes for the
young princesses to act in, partly as entertainment
and diversion for them and the staff, and partly as
a fundraiser for the Queen’s war efforts. Crawfie
also decided to continue the Girl Guides on the
estate at Windsor, but this time with local girls
(traveling was difficult and dangerous, they couldn’t
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bring in their own crowd of young nobility). This
was maybe the first time that Lilibet mixed with
the children from the village, it was probably a
refreshing surprise—they didn’t curtsy, and they
even dared call her Lilibet.
Besides the barbed wire and other measures
taken to protect the young princesses, the Grenadier
Guards were placed at Windsor for protection.
Lilibet acted as hostess to these soldiers, getting to
know them and including them in their activities.
At age 16, young Elizabeth was named an honorary
colonel in the Grenadier Guards. This protection
did not immune her to the grief and suffering of
war, though. Just as in other places the country, hot
water was rationed at Windsor, the windows were
blown out, and she got to know some of the guards
protecting her who later fought and died overseas.
Her mother wrote, “Lilibet meets young Grenadiers
at Windsor, and then they get killed. It is horrid
for someone so young.” The young Elizabeth,
sadly, got very good at sending letters to the guards’
families, offering her heartfelt condolences and
sympathies.
The young princesses became even more
acquainted with grief when they lost a member of
their own family. Their uncle, Prince George, Duke
of Kent, the King’s younger brother, was serving
with the Royal Air Force during the war. In 1942
his plane crashed in Scotland on the way home from
a mission. He was the first member of the royal
family to die in battle in 500 years. The Windsors
were mourning along with the rest of the country.
Lilibet was also worried about her parents
in London. London during the Blitz was facing
nightly bombing raids by the Luftwaffe; the
destruction was awful and terrifying. Still,
today if you walk down Exhibition Road you
can see the chunks taken out of the side of the
Victoria and Albert Museum, left as a reminder
of Londoners’ tenacity, suffering, and eventual
victory. Buckingham Palace was hit by Luftwaffe
bombs nine times during the war. The second bomb
destroyed the chapel in the Palace and nearly killed
the King and Queen. The King and Queen were
sympathetic to the plight of their citizens; they
wanted to stay with them and give them hope and
reassurance. They went out among war-ravaged
London and beyond, visiting hospitals, evacuated
children, and troops, raising money for the wool
fund and metal drives, the Queen was just as visible
14

as the King. Their efforts did not go unnoticed;
they were hugely popular during the war, people
saw them as brave and steadfast, serving their
country in deeds just as they’d done in word.
With everything young Elizabeth was seeing
and experiencing during the war, Lilibet wanted to
do more to serve. Initially, her parents said it was
just too dangerous for her, but they finally relented,
and at age 18, in 1945, Elizabeth joined the
Women’s Auxiliary Territorial Service, the women’s
branch of the Army. She trained at the Mechanical
Transport Training Centre with eleven other young
women, most of whom were a few years older
than she was, first learning to drive, then learning
to change spark plugs, repair an engine, change a
wheel, and drive a large army truck through heavy
London traffic. She wore an olive drab uniform
like everyone else and was called Second Subaltern
Elizabeth Alexandra Mary Windsor. She said of
the experience, “I’ve never worked so hard in my
life. Everything I learnt was brand new to me.”
After a promotion five months later, she finished her
service in the ATS as a junior commander. While
she was never required to get a driver’s license (she
still doesn’t have one, who would you even get to
give the Queen her driving test?), this automotive
experience started a lifelong love of driving and
taught her skills that she is still proud of. Her short
time in the ATS was the only time she felt like she
could compare herself to other citizens and see how
she stacked up, to interact freely with women her
age. We have to imagine that she must have tried
very hard to prove herself not just as a member
of the royal family but as a member of the British
public serving during wartime.
Young Elizabeth had few official royal duties
until the war was nearing its end. In 1944, she was
made Counsellor of State, a position which gave
her power to act as a delegate for her father when
he was unavailable, either because he was out of the
country or, as often during wartime, was kept from
traveling to where events were happening. It was
during this time, and at just age 18, that Elizabeth
signed a reprieve for a death sentence, causing
her to wonder what brought the prisoner to such a
state and what circumstances he must find himself
in. It is a very empathetic and thoughtful response
for someone so young and makes us think that she
had grown, learned, and seen quite a lot during
the war years. That same year she also visited

miners in Wales with her parents, launched her own
battleship, gave public speeches, and attended her
first official dinner at Buckingham Palace.
Finally, the war was over. Victory in Europe
was celebrated on 8 May 1945, and Elizabeth and
Margaret were as excited as the rest of the country.
That evening she made a public appearance on the
balcony at Buckingham Palace with her family to
the cheers and tears of the crowds outside, then
she and Margaret and a small crew of chaperones,
among them Crawfie and Toni the French tutor as
well as a few of the King’s men, slipped out into
the crowds. In her uniform so she wouldn’t be
recognized, she rode the buses, celebrated in the
streets, and drank in the pubs, returning back to
the palace in time to cheer on her parents again,
but this time with the rest of the throng outside the
palace gates. She and Margaret did the same thing
the next night, enjoying the freedom of anonymity
and justly feeling like she earned the celebrations
along with the rest of the public, only sneaking
back into the palace at 3:00 in the morning to make
her companions sandwiches in the kitchens of the
palace.
King George VI became a very prominent and
visible supporter of his citizens and his wartime
Prime Minister Winston Churchill, visiting troops
on the front lines and making public speeches

urging the British people to stay calm and carry on.
Most of us are familiar with his 1939 address to the
nation as the war starts (if nothing else, from The
King’s Speech, and if not, go watch it immediately,
you won’t be sorry). In this moving speech, he
acknowledges that for most of his people this is the
second war they will go through and that there will
be dark days ahead but that they must stand firm
and stand together. Yet even while he maintained a
comforting presence for his people, he had a careful
plan in place to remove Elizabeth and Margaret
from Windsor or Buckingham Palace should the
Germans invade London, with armored cars and
dedicated guards at the ready. Thankfully, that was
never necessary. Elizabeth saw her parents’ bravery
and service and the adoration the people had for
them. Their dedication became a great lesson for
her as she became monarch a few years later. Her
own war service also brought her the experiences
she would need as head of the armed forces.
Indeed, she is the only female member of the
royal family to have served in the armed forces, and
the only living head of state who served in World
War II—she could not have realized at the time
what a meaningful and impressive accomplishment
that would be throughout her many years of
leadership.
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HOGMANAY

YOUR GUIDE TO SCOTTISH NEW YEAR’S
By John Rabon

I

n Scotland, Christmas isn’t the most important
holiday on the calendar. That honor goes
to Hogmanay, or Scotland’s version of New
Year’s Eve. Multiple traditions take place during
the day, including the giving of gifts, the singing
of the classic New Year’s song “Auld Lang Syne,”
and numerous local traditions such as bonfires,
fireworks, and special feasts. Hundreds of years
old, the holiday actually goes back to the Norse and
today is celebrated in different ways throughout
Scotland. We’ve managed to find ten interesting
facts about this very Scottish take on New Year’s
Eve, and maybe next year you’ll consider doing
something a bit different to finish out the year.

Norse root word. The holiday itself has origins in
the Gaelic celebrations of Samhain as well as Norse
celebrations of Yule and the winter solstice so that it
could give the latter explanations some credibility.

Is This a Good Idea?
Part of New Year’s Day celebrations in Edinburgh
include jumping into the freezing waters of the
Firth of Forth, often in fancy dress. Known as the
“Loony Dook,” it began in 1986 as a joke cure for
a New Year’s hangover and thirty years later draws
thousands of participants and onlookers.

An Extra Day to Sleep It Off

Etymology

In addition to January 1st, January 2nd is also a
national holiday in Scotland just in case you need
one more day to get over that hangover (or the
hypothermia from the Loony Dook). The rest of the
UK has to go back to work on the 2nd.

No one seems to be quite sure where the name
“Hogmanay” comes from. The first time
someone ventured a guest was 1693 in the Scotch
Presbyterian Eloquence, as a corruption of the
Greek phrase “agia mina” meaning “holy month.”
Other suggestions include the word coming to the
Middle Scots from the French, Gaelic, or a common
16

Getting Your Footing in the Door
One common Hogmanay tradition is “First Footing.”
It is said that the first person who comes across the
threshold after the New Year brings a piece of coal
for the fire as good luck. It’s also believed that darkhaired person coming across your door will bring
good luck, while someone fairer-hared will bring
bad. As part of the custom, some brunette friend
may be asked to leave just before midnight so that
they can come back in and bring the good luck with
them.

First Before the English
Scotland actually adopted January 1 as New Year’s
Day in 1600 when it switched from the Julian
calendar to the Gregorian calendar. England
wouldn’t do this until 1752. Under the Julian
calendar, the new year began on March 25th.

Establishing Prominence
One of the reasons that Hogmanay is considered
more important than Christmas in Scotland is due
to the Scottish Presbyterian Church. Following the
Reformation, the Presbyterian church considered
Christmas to be a Catholic holiday and ceased
Christmas celebrations for about 400 years. This
meant most Scots spent Christmas as another day,
maybe save a special church service. Without
Christmas to celebrate, Hogmanay became a much
bigger holiday.

It’s a Record
The Guinness Book of World Records has listed
“Auld Lang Syne” as the world’s most-sung melody,
even more than “Happy Birthday.” Poet Robert
Burns actually transcribed the lyrics from an older
Scottish folk song, and it was later paired with the
music to create the traditional song we know so well.
Radio play in American starting in 1929 helped to
popularize the song on this side of the Atlantic and
contributed to it becoming a tradition worldwide.

Tricking You Into Cleaning House

It’s Another Record

One Hogmanay tradition celebrated in many
Scottish homes is called “Redding the House,” which
basically involves doing a complete cleaning of the
house to get ready for the New Year. Sweeping the
ashes was part of the tradition, and some people
would even read into the ashes the way a fortune
teller reads tea leaves. After the cleaning, someone
would go from room to room carrying a smoking
juniper branch to chase out evil spirits.

Hogmanay celebrations in Edinburgh actually
established another record in 2000 when 1,914
people danced Strip the Willow at “Night Afore
Fiesta,” making it the single-largest country-dance.

Enough About Edinburgh
Glasgow has some pretty big Hogmanay celebrations
as well. The Hogmanay concert in George Square
draws roughly 30,000 celebrants per year.
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EXPLORING COVENTRY
YOUR COMPLETE GUIDE TO THIS JEWEL OF THE MIDLANDS
By Laura Porter

Coventry Cathedral Ruins and new Cathedral
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When it was suggested I should write a feature
about somewhere in The Midlands, I could have
kept it simple and gone to Birmingham. But I opted
for the less obvious choice of Coventry (and not
only so I could say I was ‘sent to Coventry’!)

Before we go any further, we need to acknowledge
the major devastation caused by WWII bombing on
Coventry city center.
On the evening of 14 November 1940, more than
500 German planes rained bombs onto the city in
a bid to destroy its munitions factories. It was the
most concentrated air raid of the Second World War,
and hundreds died. Two-thirds of the city center
was destroyed and, yes, the city lost its medieval
cathedral. Its ruins are now an iconic reminder.

If you’ve heard anything about the city, it’s most
likely the damage caused during the Blitz in 1940.
I was told ‘You won’t find any old buildings there’
so I wanted to prove the naysayers wrong. What I
actually found was a city growing in both size and
pride. The mix of old and new buildings and the
amount of construction work going on brought lots
of comparisons to London for me.
And that pride is well-placed as Coventry has won
the accolade of UK City of Culture 2021.

UK CITY OF CULTURE 2021
In late 2017, Coventry was announced as the third
city to hold this title. The judges unanimously
agreed that awarding Coventry would have the
most significant impact on the rest of the UK. It is
a young, diverse, modern city which is reimagining
the role culture can play in bringing people together.
Coventry is a city of peace and reconciliation, a
city of innovation and invention, and a true city of
culture from music, the arts, heritage and more.
While the locals love their city, they don’t sing it
loudly enough yet so civic pride is going to have to
grow over the next few years. What they have here
is good, and well worth visiting, but Coventry has to
compete with Birmingham and ‘Shakespeare-land’
in nearby Stratford-upon-Avon, plus Kenilworth,
Warwick and Royal Leamington Spa too.

After the war ended, Coventry worked hard to build
a city of peace. It was first twinned with Stalingrad
(now called Volgograd), in Russia, then later with
Dresden, in Germany, two cities which also know
the horrors of war (allied troops dropped more
bombs on Dresden than fell on Coventry). The new
Coventry Cathedral, built alongside the ruins of its
predecessor, is a world center for reconciliation, and
Coventry is now twinned with 26 cities around the
world.
While the 1960s post-war city center is often
maligned, it should be remembered that there
had already been a lot of clearance in the 1930s
in preparation for new town planning. And it is
certainly not a ‘concrete jungle’ as I could hardly
turn a corner without finding more heritage
architecture.

LADY GODIVA
A well-known name associated with the city is Lady
Godiva. Yes, she is the English noblewoman who
rode naked on horseback through the city on market
day, covered only by her long hair.
The legend dates back to the 11th century when this
pious medieval streaker argued with her husband
who wanted the people of Coventry to pay high
taxes. He said, “You will have to ride naked through
Coventry before I change my ways,” so she called
his bluff.

LOCATION
In The Midlands, Coventry is England’s ninth
largest city and is about 100 miles north-west of
London. It’s really easy to reach by train from
London, and the journey takes around an hour.

She is remembered in the city today with a 1949
statue in Broadgate and the entertaining Lady
Godiva Clock. On the hour she rides out and is
watched by a cheeky ‘Peeping Tom’ above. There’s

THE BLITZ
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Clockwise from Top Left: Coventry Cathedral door handle,
Herbert Art Gallery & Museum, Coventry Transport Museum,
Ford’s Hospital
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Old Coventry Cathedral

also the annual Godiva Festival – the UK’s biggest
free family music festival.

because there is just so much to see here. The three
spires, which have dominated the city skyline since
the 14th century, are from the ruined cathedral,
Christ Church (Greyfriars) – only the spire remains
– and Holy Trinity Church – the only one still in
use.

SENT TO COVENTRY
To ignore and alienate someone is to be sent to
Coventry. But where does this phrase of derision
come from?

Some buildings are in use such as the former
gatehouse to Cheylesmore Manor which is now the
local Register Office (for recording births, deaths,
and a wedding venue). Parts of the building dates to
1250 making this the oldest building in the country
to hold that function. Edward, the Black Prince and
Henry VI are among the royals who lived there. The
refurbished 12th century Old Grammar School, that
was the former Hospital of St John, is also in use as
a wedding venue.

The strongest theory is that it originates from
the English Civil War in the 1640s when
Parliamentarian supporters would take Royalist
prisoners of war to Coventry, where they would be
shunned by its inhabitants.

ARCHITECTURE
Aside from the heritage attractions, there is still
plenty of medieval architecture in Coventry. So
much that I’m surprised it isn’t mentioned more
often. It’s worth noting that, in medieval times,
Coventry was one of the largest cities in England.
There are gatehouses from the city walls and
medieval ruins that everyone just walks past

Next to Holy Trinity Church, Lychgate Cottages
is a lovely timber-framed building and the only
surviving part of St Mary’s Priory. While these
were used as church offices, there are now plans to
turn them into holiday accommodation. There’s a
Wetherspoons pub connected on the left, but you
can see the old church site in a garden to the right of
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the cottages.

new cathedral. Out of 219 entries, only one wanted
to keep the ruins. And so, Basil Spence became the
architect for this iconic modern building that has a
strong focus on reconciliation.

And next to the old Cathedral and St Mary’s
Guildhall are more timber-framed cottages at 22 and
23 Bayley Lane built around 1500. The decorative
woodwork is probably 17th century and the
windows date from the 19th century. Do also look
at the 20th-century red sandstone Council House
around the corner and notice the elephant and castle
above the entrance. Once you’ve spotted it, you’ll
start noticing elephants all across the city used as
symbols of strength and loyalty.

Unusually, it faces north-south rather than eastwest. This was so the old and new cathedrals could
be connected via a porch above St Michael’s Lane.
The huge glass screen at the entrance has alternate
lines of saints and dancing angels. It took John
Hutton two years to finish the 91 panels, and his
ashes are interred just outside. The cathedral was 11
years in construction and opened in 1962. It is free
to visit.

To allow the post-war building of the city, a
collection of medieval buildings were removed
and rebuilt on Spon Street. Most are used as pubs,
restaurants, takeaways, and hairdressers as far as
I could see. While the street is a nice grouping
of heritage buildings it could be improved by not
having cars parks down both sides, and then having
cafes and craft stores added. Carry on to Upper
Spon Street, and there’s The Weaver’s House – a
restored medieval working man’s house and garden
showing how John Clarke the weaver would have
lived in 1540.

Behind the altar is a huge and austere tapestry of
Christ in Glory by Graham Sutherland. It’s nearly
the size of a tennis court! If it’s hard to grasp the
scale, the figure standing between the feet, which
looks tiny from the cathedral entrance, is actually
4ft 6in. Come to the front to look more closely,
and you can then also take a seat in the Queen’s
chair. Designed by Anthony Blee, it was based on
the comfy bar stools in the Canonbury Tavern in
London.

Although it was being renovated when I visited, it’s
worth looking out for Ford’s Hospital. It’s a row
of almshouses endowed in 1509 by William Ford
and built around a courtyard. You can’t go into
the courtyard but you can peer through the gate,
and you may recognize the filming location in the
Doctor Who story, The Shakespeare Code.

The curved stained glass Baptistry window by John
Piper is fabulous. In front of it is the Bethlehem font
– that is a boulder hewn from a Bethlehem hillside.
And opposite is The Chapel of Unity. Look closely
on the ‘fins’ on this connecting structure as they
have pieces of glass that were given as a gift from
the Church of Germany.
Do admire the 4975 organ pipes that rise up in
levels on both sides of the nave to reach the high,
undulating diamond ceiling. And look down in the
aisle to see old pennies embedded in the floor to
keep the choir boys (and girls) in line.

ATTRACTIONS
Coventry has a very walkable city centre, and there
are Uber taxis available.

Coventry Cathedral

A lovely little aside is that the tapestry kneeling
cushions (hassocks) were completed as kits and
many were done by the cast of My Fair Lady in
London in their downtime at the theatre.

Coventry’s medieval cathedral was lost during the
WWII bombing, but the ruins can still be seen,
along with St Michael’s Tower. You can climb
the 181 steep, spiral steps to get panoramic views
across the city. But goodness my legs wobbled
when I came down!

Don’t miss the Jacob Epstein sculpture of St
Michael and The Devil on the outside of the
building. And look closely at the entrance door
handle as it is Epstein’s grand-daughter (and Lucian
Freud’s daughter), Ann Freud.

After the war, there was a design competition for a
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Cathedral Stained Glass
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St. Mary’s Guildhall
One of the many places where Mary, Queen of
Scots, was held during her long imprisonment
(for her own protection), St Mary’s Guildhall
in Coventry’s Cathedral Quarter, has some fine
medieval interiors and striking artworks. First built
in the 1340s for the merchant guild of St Mary, it
grew between 1394 and 1414 and was extensively
embellished at the end of the 15th century.

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

The building served as the center of King Henry
VI’s court during the War of the Roses (1455-1485),
and it is thought that Shakespeare staged plays
here. George Eliot also featured the building in her
writing.

Coventry Cathedral
Coventry Transport Museum
Coventry Music Museum
Holy Trinity Church
St Mary’s Guildhall
Lady Godiva clock
Fargo Village
Belgrade Theatre
Medieval architecture
Coombe Abbey

The museum tells the story of Coventry’s history
from Medieval times, through Victorian and onto
the 20th century, and there’s a whole gallery
dedicated to the Lady Godiva story. As George Eliot
(Mary Ann Evans) lived in Coventry during her
formative twenties, the museum has on display her
writing cabinet and desk. And with the bicentenary
of her birth in 2019, more will be added.

The main attraction is the magnificent Great Hall,
with a ceiling of carved angels and heraldic bosses.
And dominating an entire wall is one of the rarest
and most important tapestries in the country. The
Coventry Tapestry was made in 1500-1510 and is
particularly unusual because it is still in place for
where it was made.

There’s a gallery dedicated to Peace and
Reconciliation with John Piper’s painting of the
cathedral in ruins, and Matthew Picton’s poignant
burnt paper sculptures showing the extensive
bombing in Coventry and Dresden.

Open from March to October, entry is free and the
Undercroft Café Is accessible from the courtyard on
the cobbled Bayley Lane. Do look over the entrance
to see the 14th-century wooden carved heads in the
vaulted stone ceiling.

Don’t miss the What’s in Store gallery with
wonderfully random items from the museum’s
collections that wouldn’t be on display otherwise.
Stuffed animals, clocks, artworks and (my favorite
find) a bingo machine from the Massey Ferguson
social club at the agricultural equipment factory.

The Herbert Art Gallery and
Museum
Another attraction in the area with free admission,
The Herbert is the city museum on the ground
floor and art gallery on the first floor. (Even the
temporary exhibitions are free.) It’s a good place to
come on your first day as the Tourist Information
Centre is in the lobby along with a really good gift
shop too.

Coventry Transport Museum
Also in the city center, this is a huge modern
museum and, again, it’s free. The motor and cycle
industries have shaped the last 150 years Coventry’s
history. The museum’s current collection of
vehicles is acknowledged as being one of the finest
in the world, and the largest in public ownership,
including the two fastest cars in the world. Don’t
miss the simulator where you can see what it feels
like to achieve the land speed record (763 mph)!

The museum opened in 1960 and is named after
Sir Alfred Herbert, a Coventry industrialist and
philanthropist. It had a multi-million-pound
refurbishment in 2008 making it great for families.
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Holy Trinity Church

collection that all came from one man (and only half
is on display). There’s an excellent café onsite, and
you can look out at the Whittle Arch and the statue
of Sir Frank Whittle, inventor of the turbojet engine,
who was born in Coventry.

This isn’t just for transport enthusiasts as the
exhibits range from the London black cab (as they
have always been made in Coventry) to Queen
Mary’s Daimler and the earliest bicycles. It has the
stories about the people in the industries for that
human perspective too.
The museum is chronological so starts with bicycles
– did you know a Penny Farthing had to be made
to your leg length? – Before reaching the first cars
in the late 19th century. I saw wooden frame cars
covered only in leatherette that were popular after
WWI for the low cost but not for safety. By the
Blitz Experience, there’s an armored car that looks
like a tank, and I found out SS Cars was the pre-war
name for Jaguar. The museum has Field Marshal
Montgomery’s iconic Victory car and George VI’s
car that collected Princess Elizabeth when she
returned from her trip to Africa when her father died
making her the new Queen (the car was used in the
movie The King’s Speech.)
The UK motor industry’s inexorable rise and fall
are very well told, and there’s a magnificent model
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If you do like transport, the Lanchester
Interactive Library at Coventry University comes
recommended and is only a 15-minute walk
away. And the Midland Air Museum at Coventry
Airport has a collection of military aircraft and is a
15-minute bus ride away.

Holy Trinity Church
Close to the cathedral, Holy Trinity dates back to
the 12th century (although most were rebuilt during
the 1300s). It’s incredible it survived the Blitz –
the only damage was the loss of two stained glass
windows at the East and West ends, but this was the
only building left standing on Broadgate (and the
only large historic building in Coventry left intact
after WWII). As this is a crown church, do look in
the Marler’s Chapel to see a section of the 1953

Bayley Lane in the Cathedral Quarter

Coventry Music Museum

gold coronation carpet.
Most visitors come to see the Coventry Doom
painting of the Last Judgement – an impressive
medieval painting created in the 1430s on the
chancel wall. (There had been an earthquake in
Coventry in 1426, and the townspeople believed
it was God’s wrath for their sins.) The painting
was rediscovered in the 1830s but the varnish to
preserve it turned black, so it was soon hidden
again. In 2004 it was unveiled after nearly 20 years
of conservation and restoration.

While the museum came from a need to recognize
Coventry as the home of 2-Tone music – a fusion of
ska and punk popular in the 70s and 80s – it actually
covers the city’s musical heritage from the Roman
occupation to today.
It’s a small, volunteer-run museum with a collection
that’s grown with donations from the band’s
themselves. The Specials, the Anglo-Caribbean
originators of 2-tone music, obviously feature here
but there’s also The Enemy (Coventry’s most recent
famous group) and the Radiophonic Workshop
goddess, Delia Derbyshire, who came up with the
electronic arrangement of the Doctor Who theme
music.

It’s very high up so you may prefer to buy the
guidebook to study in detail as it is a remarkable
painting. Christ is in the center with the dead
rising from graves on the left. Look closely, and
you should spot the three Coventry alewives on
the right, chained and being led to the mouth of
Hell. These women represented the damnation of
those who sold watered down beer. (It wasn’t the
weakened beer so much that was the problem as the
fact the water was so contaminated which was why
people drank beer instead.)

A surprise find is the Lennon Bench
commemorating the ‘Acorns for Peace’ event on 15
June 1968 when John and Yoko planted two acorns
at the cathedral garden. The acorns were moved and
then stolen, so Lennon took back the original bench.
In 2004 a replica bench was made for a play, and it
was used when Yoko Ono revisited the city to plant
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oak trees. So Lennon hasn’t sat on this actual bench,
but Yoko has.
I’ll admit, the 80s section brought back a lot of
memories for me (when I was 13 years old, King
was my favorite band.) And the bedroom of an
18-year-old ‘rude boy’ has so many clever details
including posters, cigarette cards, and even an old
crisps packet.
Most of the artifacts are in glass cabinets, but
there’s a strong sense of being part of something fun
here as you can use props (inflatable guitars, wigs,
etc.) for photo opportunities and there’s a weekly
top 5 chosen by visitors from the Wall of Hits. Then
head downstairs to the music studio and make some
noise before checking out the rest of the ‘2-Tone
Village’ as there’s a café that serves ‘skapuccinos,’
a retro clothes shop, a memorabilia shop and a
Caribbean restaurant.
The museum has been open for five years and is
consistently the no.1 attraction in Coventry on
TripAdvisor. It’s open from Thursday to Sunday and
is about a mile from the city center. As 2019 is the
40th anniversary of 2-tone, I’m sure this will remain
popular.

EAT AND DRINK
There are a number of restaurants overlooking
Broadgate, the pedestrianized shopping area.
Bistrot Pierre has lovely modern French cuisine,
and the Ramen at Wagamama is always good. Zizzi
has Italian and Mediterranean dishes, and Nando’s
is all about the chicken. Cozy Club has an eclectic
style in the food and decor that made for a funky,
relaxed vibe, delicious meals with excellent service.
And if you’d prefer the food brought to you, I saw
lots of cycle deliveries from Deliveroo and Uber
Eats from the city center restaurants.

I have to try afternoon tea wherever I go, and on
this trip I found two to recommend. When you’re in
the city center, the Rising Café in the undercroft at
the cathedral has afternoon tea for just £11 (or £19
for 2), and it’s amazing! The café has a WWII vibe
with music, bunting and mismatched crockery. The
scones and cakes are made in-house, so this really
showcases their talents. I wish I was nearer as I’ve
been dreaming about their gorgeous heart-shaped
mini chocolate brownie. The café is also a charity
with 100% of its profits going to improving the
lives of those suffering drug and alcohol addictions.
If you’re looking for the country house hotel
version, then Coombe Abbey Hotel is the place for
you. Afternoon tea is served in the elegant garden
room on the side of the 12th-century building. The
abbey was surrendered to King Henry VIII during
the dissolution of the monasteries, and the future
Queen Elizabeth I even lived there as a child. There
are Newby loose leaf teas, and I can confirm the
scone separated in half perfectly. And if you feel
you should be good and take a stroll afterward, then
Coombe Abbey Park is right outside.
There’s also afternoon tea available at the Castle
Yard Tea Rooms and The Undercroft at St Mary’s
Guildhall. And you can even have Cocktails and
Cakes at the Slug and Lettuce pub on Bayley Lane.

SHOPPING
As well as the post-war pedestrianized shopping
area in the city center (the first to be built in the
country) the place you really want to go shopping is
FarGo Village, the creative quarter just 15 minutes
walk away. This former industrial space is now
really vibrant with small, independent shops, artists’
studios, cafés, an entertainment space and a brewery
with a tap room.
It really reminded me of Shoreditch in London,
and they have events such as soul food and music
nights.

Coventry has some great historic pubs and
restaurants including the Golden Cross pub near
the Cathedral and Turmeric Gold, a popular Indian
restaurant on Spon Street. And if you’re going to
The Belgrade Theatre, there are decent restaurants
in Belgrade Plaza.

Highlights here include the The Sgt Bilko’s Vintage
Emporium that specializes in vintage and modern
film, stage and television memorabilia, and has
The Phil Silvers Archival Museum inside. And
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Tea Time

Lady Godiva Clock (and Peeping Tom)

don’t miss the lovely Big Comfy Bookshop – a
secondhand bookshop that has author visits, paper
craft workshops and a decent café inside with
relaxing armchairs.

Don’t be confused by the name as Warwick Arts
Centre is actually in Coventry. It’s on the Warwick
University campus (yes, Warwick University is
in Coventry) and has an excellent programme of
music, comedy, dance and more.

SPORT

ACCOMMODATION

Both Wasps Rugby Club and Coventry City
Football Club are based at the Ricoh Arena
32,609-seater stadium.

There are the usual hotel names you would expect
to find in a city (Hilton, Premier Inn, Holiday Inn,
Travelodge, etc.). I stayed at the Ramada, and
while it was next to the ring road it was clean and
comfortable, and I slept well there.

NIGHTLIFE
As well as the music shows at the Ricoh Arena,
there’s regular live music at The Tin Music and Arts
Centre in the Canal Basin and The Empire on Far
Gosford Street, co-run by Tom of The Enemy. The
Kasbah nightclub has live music and club nights
too.

I didn’t find any boutique hotels, but there are some
great AirBnB properties in the area.
Of course, you could treat yourself and stay at the
opulent Coombe Abbey Hotel with its four-poster
beds and that very good afternoon tea.

The Belgrade Theatre was the UK’s first civic
theatre to open after WWII in 1958. It is one of
the largest regional producing theatres and stages
touring shows too. The Albany Theatre is an Art
Deco theatre that stages in-house and professional
touring dance, drama, music and comedy
productions.

INSIDER TIP
The Herbert closes at 4pm, and most other
attractions close by 5 pm so plan to eat early.

29

LOST
IN
THE
POND
T Y
A
B
C
S
EN

EARS

WAY FROM THE

RITISH

HRISTMAS

EASON

By Laurence Brown

In 2008, roughly a month into my continuing
American adventure, I was asked a question by
my wife’s grandma that had the profound effect
of rendering me speechless. Without the slightest
hint of irony, she polished off a slice of ham and
inquired, “do you celebrate Christmas in England?”
Until that very moment, I hadn’t considered the
possibility that English Yuletide might be an alien
concept to others around the world.

Speaking of prizes, if I concentrate hard enough,
I can still taste my mum’s Christmas pudding
(which may or may not have been pre-made), not to
mention the custard that so artistically enveloped it.

The answer to her question, of course, was a
resounding yes. Christmas and the monotheistic
religion from whence it emerged has remained
a part of English life—save for a brief, puritansponsored ban in the 17th century—for hundreds
and hundreds of years. And for twenty-seven of
those, from 1981 to 2007, the English Christmas
season was an annual jollity enjoyed by yours truly.

I can still see the tinsel that snaked its way around
said room and doubled as a prop from which to
hang Christmas cards, a large percentage of which
featured either an English robin or a wintry London
scene.

I can still smell the splendid aroma of non-artificial
Christmas trees—both those adorning the Grimsby
market stall and those that came and went from the
family living room.

To this day, I retain fond childhood memories
of soundly defeating my brother in the annual
Christmas cracker pull, even if my prize for doing
so was a flimsy green hat and a paper-printed joke
of the “dad” variety. For the uninitiated, a Christmas
cracker is a brightly decorated twist of paper that
sort of resembles an ultra-sized sweet-wrapper and
is pulled apart by two opposing hands. Whichever
hand is left with the biggest piece wins the prize.
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I can still hear the sound of sleigh bells,
produced—I later came to discover—by one of the
family neighbors, whose chief aim was to instill in
the young a belief that Father Christmas (British
English for Santa) was on his way.
I can still touch the wrapping paper that friends
and relatives (mainly just my mum, let’s be honest)
had used to conceal the He-Man action figures that
would shortly bear the sad distinction of becoming
my closest friends. Orko and I were inseparable for
the better part of 1986.

is something I’ve been giving a lot of thought to
recently. When I pondered earlier the initial novelty
of American Christmas, I ought to have included the
bitterly cold winters of the Midwest. At first, it was
oddly exciting to feel my eyeballs freeze over the
moment I walked out into a crisp Indiana morning.
But ten years living in the Midwest, including two
in Chicago, have left me scarred. With average
temperatures in the month of December a whole
six or seven degrees lower than those of northern
England, it’s little wonder I long so ardently for
British weather.

Memories are a magnificent thing. But in the ten
years, I’ve resided in the United States—which
have included question time with grandma and
Christmas in the Windy City—the traditions that
so often accompanied English Yuletide have grown
more and more distant.
Initially, of course, relinquishing such traditions in
favor of their American counterparts was novel. For
example, it was—and still is—a delightful signifier
of the coming of Christmas to hear Feliz Navidad
and I Saw Mommy Kissing Santa Claus.

On a more personal note, I’m likely to receive an
ear-full if I don’t conclude this piece with reference
to the very people who made British Christmas
what it was: my family. Every year, like clockwork,
our house would provide the intimate setting for
a gathering that included me, my two brothers,
parents, nanna, Uncle Alan and Aunty Elaine. While
one of those—my nanna—has since passed on, it
sure would feel like home to spend my Christmas
among that company again.

Moreover, certain British staples, such as the
aforementioned Christmas crackers, mince pies,
and advent calendars—all notable by their absence
during the early days of my American transplant—
have since grown in popularity stateside. And
it’s not just the likes of World Market (or other
internationals stores) that stock up on these; you can
occasionally find them at Target and Walmart, too.
But as time wanders on I’m left to wonder when
I will next experience a good old English Boxing
Day—the day immediately following Christmas
Day when all of the good films are shown, and a
full a schedule of Premier League football graces
out television sets. In the United States, not only is
the term “Boxing Day” little known but also seldom
practiced. If you’re lucky, your employer might
build December 26 into the company calendar,
but—owing to the fact that Boxing Day is not a
national holiday in the U.S. (it is in Canada)—your
employer is not mandated to do so.

And so, as I embark on my eleventh successive
American Christmas, I can at least pause and find
solace in the fact that mental planning is already
underway for a festive holiday in Britain. After all,
I now have something—this article—by which to
hold myself accountable. And by that very token,
there’s hope yet that an article not yet written
might one day recount my return home, providing
detailed insight to those, like my wife’s grandma,
who would ask the question, “do you celebrate
Christmas in England?”

And what about Britain’s Christmas soundtrack?
While the likes of Wham’s Last Christmas and Band
Aid’s Do They Know It’s Christmas? were fortunate
beneficiaries of what music scholars refer to as
the second British Invasion of America, other hits
weren’t quite so lucky. Take, for example, Slade’s
Merry Xmas Everybody, a highly popular tune from
1973 that remains a rollicking symbol of British
Christmas time. So, too, the song it beat to number
one in that very year: I Wish It Could Be Christmas
Everyday by Wizzard. Neither song, however, is
likely to feature over Walmart’s sound system.
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Furthermore, the weather of British Christmas
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Laurence is a British writer and humorist
who lives in the United States. He also
hosts the popular web series, “Lost in the
Pond” on YouTube. He has an infuriating
habit of taking America to task by pointing
out how things are done in the UK. He
really needs to stop this behavio(u)r. It’s
anti-American.

GREAT BRITONS:
WILLIAM WALDORF ASTOR
THE AMERICAN ANGLOPHLE THAT BECAME A LORD
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I

nheriting the vast fortunes of the Astor family
was just the beginning for William Waldorf Astor.
Educated and raised in Europe, he found the
rough-and-tumble of life in America too much, so
he moved to England in 1893. He bought several
properties, most notably Cliveden, from the Duke
of Westminster, and Hever Castle, once the home
of Ann Boleyn. He extensively renovated the
houses and gardens, indulging his taste for the
arts. By making lavish gifts to numerous hospitals,
universities, the Red Cross, and countless other
charities, he was able to obtain a peerage, becoming
a Viscount, and establishing a heritable peerage
that still exists. His success was not admired by the
media or the public on either side of the Atlantic,
and he was regularly criticized, leading him to live
the life of a recluse.
In 2007, at the age of 105, Brook Astor died.
Her final years were mired in scandal, with her son,
Anthony Marshall, appealing at the time of her
death his conviction for financially exploiting her,
for which he was jailed in 2013. As they watched
an iconic American family decline, with media
coverage of crumbling mansions and lost fortunes,
many may not have realized that there is a branch
of the family across the Atlantic, which has fared
much better and still wields considerable influence
in Britain.
The Astor family had its roots in Europe,
and Johann Jakob Astor arrived in Baltimore in
1783 from Germany, after a few years in England
where he changed his name to John Jacob Astor.
He became America’s first multi-millionaire, and
one of the top 10 wealthiest men in history. His
wealth came from fur trading, opium smuggling
and investment, leaving his eight children to found
a dynasty powerful throughout the 18th and 19th
centuries. One of John Jacob Astor’s grandsons was
John Jacob Astor III, born in 1822, who inherited
half of the vast Astor estate. He lived in New York
City with his wife, the Georgia-born Charlotte
Augusta Gibbes. They had just one child, a boy,
born in 1848. They named him William Waldorf.
The child grew up mostly with tutors, in
Germany and Italy, and he had limited contact with
his parents, who were cold and distant with him.
His father wanted him to grow up and manage
the family fortune, and with that in mind, he went
to Columbia University, as his father had done
before him, before taking the United States Bar in

KEY FACTS
•
•
•
•

Born 1848 – died 1919
Inherited the Astor family fortune
Moved to England, becoming a
citizen and a peer
Renovated the stately homes of
Cliveden and Hever Castle

1875. Wanting to make his mark on the world he
decided to become a politician, using his family’s
connections with Roscoe Conkling, a powerful
Republican from New York with considerable
influence in the political machinery of the times. He
was elected to the New York State Assembly, and
then to the New York State Senate.
But when he made a run for the US Congress,
he was twice defeated and retreated from politics.
His shy manner and sensitivity to negative media
attention proved too much for him. So wounded was
he that he wanted to retreat to his childhood home
of Italy, and he approached the President, Chester
A. Arthur, who had cut his political teeth in the
New York Republican machine. Arthur obliged by
appointing him head of the US Legation in Rome,
a post he held from 1881 to 1885. Clearly little was
expected of him, and the President’s parting words
were, go and enjoy yourself, my dear boy. He did,
indulging and developing his passion for the arts in
what was surely the ideal environment.
In 1890 his father died, he inherited the family
fortune and became the wealthiest man in America.
He built the Waldorf Hotel on the site of a former
home, and when his cousin and business rival John
Jacob Astor IV built one next door, they joined
forces, and the buildings became the WaldorfAstoria Hotel. That did not, however, settle the
rivalry, which descended into a dispute over which
branch of the family was entitled to the official
‘Mrs. Astor’ title. William lost, and stormed off to
England with his wife and children. There he rented
Lansdowne House, in Berkeley Square, London for
a few years, before buying Cliveden, the country
estate of one of Britain’s wealthiest men, Hugh
Lupus Grosvenor, 1st Duke of Westminster.
He also purchased a London home, 2 Temple
Place, on the Thames Embankment, which he spent
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Hever Castle

$1.5 million renovating. Lavishly and eccentrically
furnished with oak, mahogany, ebony, marble
and semi-precious stones, it was the work of a
collector for whom nothing was too pretentious to
incorporate into the edifice. It became the nervecenter of his business empire.
William had many reasons to leave America,
not least his fear that his children would be
kidnapped. He went so far as to fake his death,
having his American staff tell the press he had
died of pneumonia. He was quickly found out of
course, and his reputation reached a new low-point.
Driven to withdraw even more from the public
gaze, he retreated to Cliveden, where again he made
grandiose changes to the interior of the vast house
and re-modeled the gardens. Then tragedy struck,
and his wife, Mary Dahlgren Paul, only 36 years
old, died at Christmas, 1894. Left with their five
children, William became a recluse.
Cliveden was perhaps too full of ghosts, or
perhaps he was simply bored, but in 1903 he
purchased Hever Castle, in Kent. The castle, dating
from 1270, had been the childhood home of Anne
Boleyn, and Henry VIII had given it to Anne
of Cleves when he famously had their marriage
annulled, leading to the foundation of the Church
of England. William Astor set to work, renovating
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and building on the site. He added a ‘Tudor Village’
to house his guests, and built a yew maze in the
gardens. He also added an Italian garden to display
his collection of Italian sculpture. In 1906 he moved
permanently from Cliveden to Hever Castle, giving
the Cliveden estate to his son Waldorf, as a wedding
present. Cliveden would become famous for the
lavish parties of Nancy Astor between the wars,
where the worst and best of the political and literary
world gathered.
Along the way, he had picked up British
citizenship in 1899, a move that further alienated
him from the American press. Once a citizen
he decided to rise through the social ranks via
philanthropy and began to make generous donations
to suitable organizations. A quarter-million dollars
went to the Hospital for Sick Children, Great
Ormond Street. Professorships were endowed
at Oxford, Cambridge, and University College,
London. The Red Cross, various soldiers’
organizations – the list goes on and on, but it did
the trick. There is a great British tradition that
philanthropy deserves a reward, and Astor was duly
rewarded in 1916 when he was offered a peerage
and became Baron Astor of Hever Castle. The
following year he was elevated to Viscount.
These rewards were not without their critics,

Cliveden House

and the idea of an American coming to England and
buying a peerage was seen by many as less than
acceptable. His support for peace during WWI, his
leaving America, everything he did drew censure,
and he was fired at from both sides of the Atlantic.
He became sickly, and on the 18th of October 1919,
he was found dead of a heart attack in a toilet of a
home in Brighton. The American estate, worth $60
million, was heavily taxed because of his expat
status. William Astor, the 4th Viscount Astor, and
great-grandson of William Waldorf is the stepfather
of Samantha Cameron, the wife of former Prime
Minister David Cameron.

gallery space, open from January to May each
year for a significant exhibition taken from the
collections of regional museums. The interior is
largely intact.
Cliveden House, Cliveden Road, Taplow,
Buckinghamshire, is today a luxury country hotel,
leased from the National Trust. Non-residents can
take tea in the Great Hall or dine in one of two
restaurants.
Hever Castle, near Edenbridge, in Kent, is open
all year round. The grounds open at 10:30, and the
Castle at noon. Closing times vary with the seasons.
It is also possible to stay in the castle.

Sites to Visit

Further Research

Most of Lansdowne House, which stood in
the Southwest of Berkeley Square, London, was
demolished, including its lavish 18th-century
interiors. It was designed by the architect Robert
Adam. The surviving part, which is the home of the
Lansdowne Club, an exclusive private members
club, is a Grade II listed building.

•
•
•

2, Temple Place, London WC2, near Somerset
House, once known as Astor House, is today a
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The Astors, 1763-1992: Landscape with
Millionaires, by Derek Wilson, 1993
The Astors, by Virginia Cowles, 2017
The Astors: The History and Legacy of
One of the World’s Wealthiest Families, by
Charles River Editors, 2017

THIS ENGLISH LIFE
THE SCOOP ON BRITISH CHRISTMAS
By Erin Moore

A

few days before England’s two-pronged poker
of autumnal atmosphere, Halloween and Bonfire
night, we celebrated my husband’s 43rd birthday.
My parents had brought Tom a mysterious velvet pouch.
Inside was a little barrel-shaped implement with a long
handle that I only recognized because its use had already
been explained to me. Tom, however, knew what it was
for right away, and he was thrilled. Whatever that silver
stilton scoop was doing in a Florida estate sale, it’s ours
now—and not a moment too soon, because Christmas is
coming.
Even though I really dislike blue cheese, Stilton is
traditional at Christmas and at our house, we go big:
2.2 kilos of the stuff every year. I blame myself. Ten
years ago, planning our first Christmas on our own in
London, Tom and I were childless and looked for ways
to make the holidays feel festive in a grown-up way.
We had stocked a case of champagne, we’d planned our
feast, and it was to include a sizeable wedge of moldy
cheese. Although we were slightly constrained by having
a refrigerator the size of a footlocker, we’d acquired a
Coleman cooler to contain the overabundant blessings
we were about to receive, in the form of poultry, pastry,
and pudding.
A few days before Christmas, I stopped at La
Fromagerie, with its damp and overwhelmingly redolent
cheese room. This cheese room is probably sizeable,
for a space dedicated to providing the perfect climate
for cheese, but as a room let’s just say it is not large.
Some would call it cramped. And at this time of year,
crowded would be an understatement. Out of the cheese
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room, through the small shop, and down the street, the
line stretched. At least 50 people were waiting. I was
coming from yoga class and feeling so chilled about it
that I could have made my own little cheese-protecting
microclimate. Here was a Christmas queue to reckon
with, but I’d been in London for two years, and I was
something of an expert, thank you very much.
Twenty minutes later, a frantic-looking cheese
monitor broke free of the shop with a credit-card reader,
asking whether anyone wished to buy only ONE cheese.
I waved, handed over my card, stilton please, and five
minutes later was practically assaulted by a bowling
ball of a bag containing the biggest wheel of cheese I
had ever purchased. Not a wedge, but a whole stilton. I
looked at my receipt: £70! Friends, in pre-Brexit pounds
that was about $125 worth of cheese.
I carried the cheese back home and up the four
flights of stairs to our flat, wondering how on earth I was
going to manage to eat half of it in the ten days before
abstemious January began. The answer: I wasn’t. We
would have to recruit many friends. We were going to
have to make new friends to get through our massive
backlog of cheese. And that’s precisely what happened in
2009, and every year since that we have lived in London.
If we’re home, you’re invited. And this year we won’t
be hacking away at our outsized stilton with a cheese
knife, no way. We will be scooping it out, scattering the
crumbs over the floor and treading them into the carpets
like royalty.
In the first week of November, the conversation
around the school gates turns to Christmas plans (also,
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Diwali). Most families are planning to go away as soon
as school is out—visiting family, skiing, or sun-seeking.
But we prefer to do those things in February. For most
of the years since we moved here, we have not traveled
at Christmas because the last two weeks in December
are among the best of the year to be right here. The city
empties out around the 20th. No one is working, at least
not seriously. A Christmas party thrown on December
22nd, after seasonal obligations are complete, is a truly
festive and joyful event. Everyone there knows what
they are missing: weather delays, crowded stressful
trains, planes, and traffic, inevitable flu.
But staying put requires planning. Because the same
shops that have been bombarding us with their Christmas
wares for the past four months will close for days on
end, just when festive emergencies are at their height.
A friend of a friend once held the incredibly enviable
job of “Head of Christmas” at the posh supermarket
chain Waitrose. She got to eat/live/breathe Christmas
all year long. Perhaps this is why she only stayed in the
job for a few years. I suppose it could get monotonous
trying to decide whether gingerbread fairy houses or
gingerbread Georgians would be the more popular kit
next year.
Just like at Waitrose, in every home you need
someone to be the Head of Christmas. The emails begin
arriving in August and, sitting on a beach in France;
I ignore them at my peril. One of the first is from the
company that delivers our groceries, letting me know
that at midnight on Thursday, October 4th, Christmas
delivery slots officially open for booking. I’m allowed
up to two, with a rather large minimum order and an
extra delivery charge. I dutifully set my iCal reminder
and prepare to wake at midnight two months hence.
I am far from the only one sweating the festive
season summer. The British calendar lacks the speedbump that is Thanksgiving, so there is no barrier to
department stores opening their Christmas departments
in July. In the “High Street shopses,” as A.A. Milne
called them, festivity arrives reliably by late September.
Christmas lights are installed throughout September and
then lit in late October or early November.
If you wait for these early warning signs of
Christmas, though, you’ve already missed out on some
very important deadlines. Where we live, it is impossible
to gain an audience with any department store Father
Christmas, unless you’ve booked it by the end of
September. My kids were already out of luck by the time
I remembered to do this in October. Controversially,
Harrods had opened Father Christmas bookings to
preferred customers first, only to see every slot fill up
with the children of their highest spenders, leaving no
slots for anyone else.
We will be driving an hour south to what we hope

will be a very atmospheric Christmas tree farm where
the kids will hike through what we hope will be a
non-sodden woodland to visit what we hope will be a
sober and convincing Father C. My iCal reminder is
already set for August 31st, 2019 so we can go back to
Fortnum’s next year. Excuse me while I pause in my
typing to reserve slots for ice skating, the Nutcracker…
Would tickets to a pantomime feel like overkill? Wait—
hold the phone—has Fortnum and Mason’s special
mincemeat sold out already? (Haha! Not this year. My
husband was over there in October and bought two jars.)
Next, it is time to decorate the house. In true
American style, I am going for a big light display. The
lighting store around the corner sells me their most
prominent lights. I spend three hours painstakingly
attaching them to the front of the house with cable ties.
At dark thirty, I plug them in and, with a resounding
plink we have the least overwhelming light display ever.
There is nothing worse than going for gaudy and getting
tasteful instead, or worse, looking like you made no
effort at all. Effort at Christmas is practically a religion
in itself. It is certainly mine.
Last year I decided to go for the largest possible
Norwegian pine. A 6-foot tree would sit comfortably in
our living room, but comfort is overrated, and an 8-foot
tree seemed like a great idea at the time. The doorbell
rang at the appointed time (booked it in August, natch)
and four Polish guys dressed in kilts carried it upstairs in
a neat net bag. When unsheathed, it dwarfed the room. A
ladder proved pointless. While we were busy ascending
to the apex of a conventional ladder, the tree was busy
sloping in the opposite direction to its narrow topmost
branches. But if we thought decorating that tree was a
challenge, the greatest was yet to come. How would we
(correction: I) ever get it out again?
Epiphany dawned with the cold realization that
the tree couldn’t go back down the stairs, leaving me
no choice but to defenestrate it from the first floor. I
succeeded in getting it out to the balcony, but it was too
heavy to javelin-toss onto the front lawn, so it ended up
plummeting to its death in the basement stairwell. My
antics drew a large crowd of what I can only hope were
well-wishers from the hotel and pub across the street,
as well as neighbors waiting to see what the crazy lady
at #73 was up to THIS time. We were all laughing, but
Christmas is no joke, people. Hand me my stilton scoop;
I’m going in.
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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THE GREAT EXHIBITION
SHOWCASING EMPIRE: THE GREAT EXHIBITION OF 1851
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O

n 1 May 1851, the newly erected Crystal
Palace flung open its doors for the very first
time, revealing its casket of wonders to the
25,000 people that had gathered outside the doors.
The Great Exhibition was an unprecedented event
in British society, as for the first time in history
Britain’s treasures, from both home and abroad,
were placed on display for all to see. The Crystal
Palace was, for six months, home to a dazzling
array of the world’s raw materials and produce,
the best of British technology, manufacturing and
design, and a range of spectacular art and cultural
heritage. The British writer Charlotte Bronte, on
visiting the exhibition in the summer of 1851 wrote,
“Its grandeur does not consist in one thing, but in
the unique assemblage of all things.”
The Great Exhibition was a masterstroke of
imperial branding, showcasing Britain’s role as a
global leader, civilizing power, and technological
force, and creating a sense of national unity and
pride. In this respect, it was the materialization
of British identity for the first time on the public
stage, allowing people across all social classes to
participate in the spectacle of British expansion.

KEY DATES
•
•
•
•

1847 - RSA granted a royal charter
1 June 1849 - 11th Quinquennial
Paris Exhibition
1850 - Royal Commission for the
Exhibition of 1851 formed
1 May 1851 - The Great Exhibition
opens to the public

KEY FIGURES
•
•
•
•

The Age of Exhibitionism: Henry
Cole and the Inspiration for the
Exhibition

•

In many respects, the impetus for the Great
Exhibition of 1851 was commercial. During the
1840s, a new phenomenon had emerged in British
society, in which small-scale exhibitions of British
manufactured goods were put on display, in order
to educate the British public and develop their
tastes. Domestic demand was a key driver of
imperial trade, and the rise of forms of conspicuous
middle-class consumption had fuelled demands
for luxury and manufactured products in Britain.
Public display was increasingly viewed as a way to
stimulate growth, publicize British manufacturing,
and changing public tastes. During the 1840s, the
Royal Society for the Encouragement of Arts,
Manufactures and Commerce (RSA), recently given
a royal charter under the patronage of Prince Albert,
put on a range of product showcases that gave
much-needed publicity to British manufacturing and
industry.

Henry Cole - Exhibition organizer
and civil servant
Prince Albert - Prince Consort and
Exhibition organizer and patron
Queen Victoria - British Monarch
1837-1901
Isambard Kingdom Brunel - British
civil engineer, part of the Crystal
Palace Commission
Joseph Paxton - Architect of the
Crystal Palace

In 1849, the British civil servant Henry Cole
visited the 11th Quinquennial Paris Exhibition,
where he was profoundly impressed by the grandeur
of the event, and the range of products on display.
However, the purpose of the Paris Exhibition
was not merely a mechanism to support French
production but was also a cultural event designed
to send a message to the world. The previous year
had witnessed considerable upheaval in France,
including the deposition of the Bourbon monarch
Louis-Philippe, and the proclamation of the Second
Republic. The Exhibition was, therefore, a way
to express French unity, stability, and vitality, to
legitimize the new regime and importantly, to
showcase France’s newest colonial acquisition,
Algeria. The event was a roaring success: not only
was it well received in France, but it also attracted
considerable attention throughout Europe.
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The 1849 Paris Exhibition gave Henry Cole
several ideas. He wanted to create a similar
exhibition in Britain, on a lavish scale, which would
not simply focus on British manufacturing, but that
would highlight Britain’s role as a global power.
Such an event would be a powerful statement of
Britain’s place in the world, drawing together
artifacts and products from across the British
Empire, and demonstrating Britain’s economic and
political might. Furthermore, a forward-looking and
progressive display of technology, industry, and
manufacturing would prove to be the ideal antidote
to two decades of social and political upheaval, both
within Britain and across the continent. As Britain
approached the mid-century, what better way to
look to the future than through a display of Britain’s
cutting-edge technology?
Immediately on his return from France, he
appealed to Prince Albert and the Queen Victoria
for royal backing to establish a group that would
investigate the possibility of such an event in
Britain. In 1850, the Royal Commission for the
Exhibition of 1851 was established, with Prince
Albert as the founding president. Its members
were given the gargantuan task of arranging the
Exhibition within a year; no small feat, given the
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ambitious plans of Prince Albert and Henry Cole.

The Cave of Wonders: Building the
Crystal Palace
The first major problem facing the organizers
was the question of where, and in what building,
would the Exhibition be held? As the intention of
the Exhibition was to showcase British wealth,
prosperity and technology, the structure in which
these objects were housed and displayed also
needed to represent a triumph of British design and
engineering. In January 1850, a new commission
was created in order to oversee the planning and
construction of the Exhibition building, comprising
a number of famous architects, engineers, and
notables, including Isambard Kingdom Brunel.
Calls went out for proposals for the building and
attracted a significant amount of initial attention.
However, the commission was unsatisfied with the
results. They were initially even unable to agree on
the proposed site for the Exhibition and debated at
length between plots in Hyde Park, Regent’s Park,
Battersea, and even the Isle of Dogs.
Eventually, the commission decided on Hyde

Park as the most appropriate and central site for the
Exhibition, much to the chagrin of local residents.
To stand out in such a location, the Exhibition
structure needed to be iconic, progressive, and a
technical triumph, in addition to being temporary,
quick to construct, and most importantly, cheap.
The winning design ultimately came from Joseph
Paxton, who had gained success and notoriety
building greenhouses for the Duke of Devonshire.
In his design, the Exhibition would be clothed in
glass, creating an iconic building that would be seen
from afar, glittering in the sunlight.
Paxton’s design was a triumph of engineering
and impressive design, creating a structure that
would accommodate the local nature, provide
sufficient space for all of the exhibits, and be quick
and cheap to erect. Construction began in July
1850 and was completed within five months. In this
period, 900,000 square feet of glass was installed
in the cast iron frame. The Palace was 563m wide,
139m long, and 41m high, with enough space inside
to even enclose two large elm trees that sat on the
Exhibition site. The Crystal Palace was born.

operated as a metaphor for the dazzling brilliance of
the Crystal Palace, and the exhibition as a whole.
The Exhibition then focused on machinery and
mechanical processes that showcased technology.
In this section, for example, visitors could trace
the production of cotton from the plant all the way
to the finished product. Other exhibits included
displays of steel manufacture. The third section
centered on the manufactured goods produced in
Britain, and across the Empire, including telescopes,
kitchen appliances, and clothing, and finally, the
fourth section displayed works of art and beauty:
the pinnacle of human creative and technical
achievement. This structural organization allowed
the visitors to learn, sometimes for the first time,
the processes that led to the construction of the
objects they used in their everyday lives: clothes,
china, shoes, paper, and tools. It also created a
teleological narrative of progress, moving from
the raw materials, through manufacture, to the
sublime beauty of human creativity, technology, and
artisanship.
The Exhibition was an unprecedented success.
It is thought that in six months over the summer of
1851, one-third of the entire population of Britain
attended the Exhibition, which recorded average
daily visits of 42,830. Many visitors returned
multiple times; such was the richness and diversity
of the objects on display.

Open Day: Showcasing Production
On 1 May 1851, Queen Victoria officially
opened the Crystal Palace and the Great Exhibition
of the Works of Industry of All Nations. The
exhibits drew widespread awe and acclaim, as
they showcased such a wide variety of traditions,
technological processes, cultures and art forms. The
total number of exhibits on display was in excess
of 13,000, arranged in a chaotic and overwhelming
manner throughout the building. The brightness of
the building created a dazzling visual cacophony,
and many visitors remarked upon the disorienting
profusion of the Exhibition.
The organization of the displays followed
particular themes, gently moving the visitor along
a narrative of progress. The first section focused
on raw materials and produce, most of which came
from Britain’s colonies. In this section, India took
pride of place, as Britain’s most significant colonial
territory. In particular, one of the most impressive
displays to come from India was the Koh-i-Noor,
the world’s largest known, cut diamond, which
had been acquired as part of the Lahore Treaty the
previous year. The Koh-i-Noor was a triumph and

Public Education and Victorian
Paternalism
One of the most striking features of the Great
Exhibition of 1851 is its wide appeal across the
social spectrum. The event proved to hold a
powerful attraction for the working classes, who
had, in most cases, never before had the opportunity
to see such a rich and varied display of products and
artifacts. The Crystal Palace alone, with its striking
glasswork and unique features, created a spectacle
that hundreds of thousands of working men, women
and children flocked to witness. For these people,
the Exhibition made British imperialism a visceral
reality: for the first time they were able to see and
share in the spoils of Empire and to observe the
material consequences of British expansion for
themselves.
For some of the Exhibition organizers, including
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Prince Albert, this was an intentional consequence
of the project. The Exhibition was designed to have
an appeal that cut across class divisions, and Albert
saw to it that affordable tickets were made available
to poorer visitors on certain days. The introduction
of tickets for just one shilling allowed almost
anyone to visit the Exhibition and ensured that the
event went beyond elite and middle-class circles.
The Exhibition broke down the traditional class
barriers that compartmentalized public space: in
the Crystal Palace, working men rubbed shoulders
with the aristocracy and the middle class, creating
a sense of national unity that had not been allowed
to occur in public space before. Over the course of
the Exhibition’s run, four and half million of the
total six million tickets were sold in the cheapest
category, demonstrating the degree to which the
working classes were finally allowed to participate
in what had hitherto been thought of as solely the
preserve of elites.
However, this was not necessarily because
Albert and the other Exhibition organizers wanted
to create a more egalitarian society, or felt strongly
about working-class rights. Rather, it stemmed from
a belief in the educational power of material culture
and technology. It was thought that, by educating
working class people about British and imperial
culture, art and technology, they would be ‘raised
up,’ and improved, drawing them away from less
genteel and ‘uncivilized’ working class forms of
entertainment. Victorian sensibilities were suffused
with Christian morality, and in this period there
was a keen vocation to educate and ‘civilize’ the
masses, both at home and in their colonial territories
overseas. The developing museum culture proved
a useful mechanism for the transmission of these
Victorian moral values, of hard work, Christian
goodness, industry, and progress.

Legacy
The Great Exhibition was a huge success,
attracting over six million visitors and generating a
significant amount of unexpected profit (£186,000).
This money was put to use in creating three
permanent museums not far from the original
Crystal Palace site, that could be used to house
come of the exhibits: the Museum of Manufactures
(later the Victoria and Albert Museum), the Natural
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History Museum, and the Science Museum.
Prince Albert became an influential patron of this
burgeoning museum culture, and the museum
quarter of South Kensington remains a major tourist
attraction in London to the present day. Proceeds
from the exhibition were also used to fund research
in science and engineering, creating an educational
trust that continues to operate today.
The Crystal Palace itself was only ever designed
to be a temporary structure, but after the success
of the Exhibition, it was felt that the building
should be relocated to a permanent site. After much
deliberation, a plot was chosen on Sydenham Hill,
near Penge. Although many of the same materials
were used, the building was completely redesigned
in a Beaux-Arts style with a new vaulted roof.
In its new home, the Crystal Palace was the site
for exhibitions, events, concerts, and plays, and
it successfully attracted large crowds in its early
years. However, the upkeep of the building proved
too costly to sustain, and gradually it fell into a
state of disrepair. In the aftermath of World War
One, the Crystal Palace was temporarily reopened
as the Imperial War Museum and then underwent a
considerable renovation. However, in 1936, disaster
struck: a fire broke out inside and consumed the
entire building in just a few hours. With the cost of
rebuilding prohibitively expensive, the story of the
Crystal Palace came to an end.
The Great Exhibition was not without its critics,
and many members of British elite society felt that
it was a travesty and a waste to allow working class
people entry to such a lavish display of culture.
Many thought that the event would descend into a
mob, causing violence and damage to the precious
artifacts. From another perspective, theorists
such as Karl Marx criticized the Exhibition as a
triumph of commercialism, encouraging forms of
consumer culture that would only serve to oppress
the working classes. While this may be true, the
Exhibition was unprecedented in fostering public
education for the working classes and creating a
museum culture that was based on the principle of
accessibility and shared cultural heritage.
Ultimately, the Great Exhibition allowed Britain
the opportunity to look at itself in the mirror. By
gathering such a diverse and rich display of British
and imperial material culture together in one space,
the Exhibition allowed visitors to see, for the first
time, their own identity as an imperial nation.
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This burgeoning sense of identity would fuel the
Victorian age, creating a sense of national pride and
unity, and cementing a belief in the civilizing power
of empire.

Sites to Visit
The Victoria and Albert Museum, South
Kensington, London. This iconic building was
constructed, along with the nearby Science
Museum and the Natural History Museum, in order
to permanently house some of the exhibits put
on show in 1851. Development on this site was
funded by the profits made on the Great Exhibition
and represents an extension of Prince Albert’s
convictions regarding public education and the
display of the material culture of the British Empire.
The Tower of London, Tower Hamlets, London.
The Tower of London is the current home of the
fabulous Koh-i-Noor diamond, which was featured
at the exhibition. It is currently laid into the Queen
Mother’s crown and remains in the Jewel House in
the Tower of London.
Hyde Park, Kensington, London. Visit the
original site of the exhibition and the Crystal Palace,
close to the Albert Memorial and Royal Albert Hall
in Hyde Park.
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Film and TV
Victoria and Albert, a 2001 BBC miniseries
based on Queen Victoria’s early life and marriage to
Prince Albert, deals with the Great Exhibition and
Albert’s increasingly public role.

Further Research
•

•

•

John Davis, The Great Exhibition, (Sutton,
1999). A useful introduction to the
exhibition, with rich descriptions of the
major displays and artifacts.
Jonathon Shears (ed.), The Great Exhibition,
1851: A Sourcebook, (Manchester
University Press, 2017). A useful
introductory work focusing our sources of
information about the exhibition.
Heritage Hunter and Andrew Chapman,
The Great Exhibition in Colour, (Prepare to
Publish, 2016). This beautiful volume brings
together a number of color illustrations of
the Great Exhibition made by Victorian
artists.

THE FIVER: CHRISTMAS NOVELS
By John Rabon
Christmastime is a perfect season for reading. With
the cold weather, a good fire, and a mug of cocoa (or
warming beverage of your choice), you can just curl up
with a blanket and a good book. Plenty of works have
been written about the Christmas season, and while
some of the most influential, such as ‘Twas the Night
Before Christmas and The Grinch, were written by
Americans, British authors have also put their indelible
stamp on the holiday. Charles Dickens, through five
different works essentially brought the holiday back to
life and turned it into the celebration we know today.

and hobbits, Letters from Father Christmas takes a page
from his contemporary C.S. Lewis and imagines letters
written from the supernatural spirit himself. Tolkien
actually wrote the letters for his children between 1920
and 1942 as if they were from Father Christmas (or his
chief elf secretary) to add to the holiday magic for them
by relating stories that happened to Father Christmas.
The letters were amongst Tolkien’s posthumous works
and show not only the full range of his writing but also
the lengths he would go to for his family.

The Adventure of the Blue
The Snowman – Raymond Briggs Carbuncle – Arthur Conan Doyle
Unusual amongst the other works on this list in that
this book doesn’t have any words, The Snowman was
published in 1978 as an illustrated children’s book
about a Snowman that comes to life. The Snowman and
the boy who built him then have a magical adventure
through the countryside before the Snowman melts in
the morning. It was adapted into a cartoon and the song
“Walking in the Air” from the special is constantly on
stores’ Christmas playlists.

A Star Over Bethlehem – Agatha
Christie
While largely known for her mysteries and characters
such as Hercule Poirot and Miss Marple, Agatha Christie
was also a very religious person. Her religious beliefs
come out largely in this collection of poems and short
stories published as Agatha Christie Mallowan (her title,
Lady Mallowan, earned from her second husband). The
short stories vary from a donkey that witnesses the birth
of Jesus to a London widow who encounters Jesus on a
water taxi and has a profound experience. It’s certainly
worth reading for a better understanding of her abilities
as a writer.

Letters from Father Christmas –
J.R.R. Tolkien

Not really about Christmas, this Sherlock Holmes story
by Arthur Conan Doyle is the only one of the great
detective’s cases that takes place during the holiday. In
the days following Christmas, Watson visits Holmes, and
the two become embroiled in the search for a missing
jewel. After catching the villain in the story’s conclusion,
Holmes indulges in the holiday spirit to grant mercy on
the thief. As with many Holmes stories, it’s been adapted
multiple times and might even be shown on TV around
the season.

Dickens at Christmas – Charles
Dickens
We couldn’t get through this list without including at
least one Dickens work, and if you can find this edition in
print or on an e-reader, Dickens at Christmas is the book
you need. Containing all five of his Christmas novels
from A Christmas Carol to The Cricket on the Hearth, it
also features several short stories (including “The Story
of the Goblins Who Stole a Sexton” from The Pickwick
Papers) that have helped to define the holiday for every
generation since. It really is the most comprehensive
collection of Dickens Christmas stories around and
totally worth your money whether you get it at discount
or pay full price.

Another author essentially known for one genre is J.R.R.
Tolkien. Very different from his stories involving elves
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EDWARD II

THE KING BETRAYED BY HIS WIFE
46

U

ltimately a failure as a king, Edward II spent
the majority of his reign battling with the
baronial lords of the time who constantly
rebelled and sought to gain power over the king
and control of the country. Edward II incurred large
debts during his years as King and oversaw the
Scots’ famous victory at Bannockburn by Robert
the Bruce. Criticized for his habit of taking close
personal friends and lavishly bestowing them with
titles and wealth, Edward was constantly at odds
with his nobles. Betrayed by his wife, in politics
and matrimony, Edward was forced to renounce
his throne to his son before dying a sad death while
held captive at Berkeley Castle.
The fourth son of King Edward I and his first
wife Eleanor of Castile, Edward II endured a
childhood marked by loss. Eleanor of Castile was
separated from Edward through the majority of
his childhood and died when he was just six years
old following an extended illness. Edward I was
fighting in three countries over the next few years of
young Edward’s life. When Edward I remarried he
focussed his time on his new family and rarely saw
his other sons.
Raised by a dedicated Royal Household,
Edward was given a religious education by
Dominican friars. Edward enjoyed horse-riding and
music but was criticized for his regular association
with laborers and other members of the lower-class.
An image of Edward as a somewhat shallow and
irresponsible person took seed during his childhood
years and set him on a course of hostility with his
court that he would struggle with for the rest of his
life.
During 1297 and 1298, Edward II was left as
the acting regent of England while his father fought
a campaign in Flanders against the French King
Philip IV. As part of a peace treaty, Edward was
betrothed to Isabella, King Phillip’s daughter who
was then only seven years old. Edward was taken
to Scotland with his father in 1300 to command a
division and was declared the Prince of Wales in
1301. The young prince was being groomed for a
future as King.
According to some historians, the single most
significant person in Edward’s life was not his
father, his wife or his priest but his childhood
playmate Piers Gaveston. Piers was the son of
a noble knight from Gascony and was brought
to Edward’s household as a companion to for

KEY FACTS
•
•

•

•

Edward II was born on the 25th of
April 1284 at Caernarvon.
He succeeded to the English
throne on 7th July 1307, aged 23
and became the King of England,
Overlord of Ireland and Scotland
and Duke of Aquitaine.
Edward II was married in 1308 to
Isabella of France, daughter of King
Philip IV. Isabella was nicknamed
the She-Wolf and after 19 years of
marriage was instrumental in having
Edward deposed and killed.
Following his abdication from
the throne and ten months of
imprisonment, Edward II was killed
on 22nd September 1327.

the young prince. Edward’s life was filled with
Gaveston, and contemporary chroniclers of royal
lives have launched in-depth investigations into
whether or not the pair were intimate. The details
of the relationship remain unclear but in 1306
Gaveston was knighted by King Edward I a few
days after the Feast of Swans before being promptly
exiled by him in 1307.
Just one month after his father’s death the newly
crowned Edward II brought Galveston back from
exile and made him the Earl of Cornwall, a title
generally reserved for the royal family and married
him to the wealthiest lady in the land, Margaret de
Clare. As if that wasn’t enough, Edward appointed
Gaveston regent of England while he went to
France for his wedding to 16-year-old Isabella
of France. None of this was well-received by the
English aristocracy. In fact, the special treatment
given to young Galveston was so badly received by
the aristocracy that Edward’s own Council launched
a revolt.
Thomas of Lancaster, a Marcher Lord who was
in the enviable position of being a cousin to both
the King and his new queen as well as holding five
powerful earldoms, led the revolt against Edward.
Within a year of his accession, Edward was forced
by his Council to take the Earldom of Cornwall
back from Gaveston and again sent him into exile.
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In response, Edward appointed Gaveston as his
Lord Lieutenant of Ireland, a move that further
enraged the Barons.
Within one year Gaveston had returned to
Edward’s court thanks to Edward’s efforts that
involved a complicated game of favors that
involved the Pope and the monarchy of France.
When Gaveston’s influence over government and
excessive spending of the country’s revenue got too
much for the Barons, they forced the appointing of
21 Lord Ordainers who took over the management
of the economy.
Tensions between the unpopular king and the
barons remained high, and the earls opposed to
the king, led by the powerful and wealthy Earl of
Lancaster, kept their personal armies mobilized. In
1312 the barons had Galveston excommunicated
by the Archbishop of Canterbury and seized him
following a short siege. Accused of being a traitor,
Gaveston was executed.
The storm clouds parted for just a moment to
welcome Edward and Isabella’s first child into the
world, a son who would go on to become Edward
III, but soon things got even worse for the unhappy
king. In 1314, seven years into his reign Edward
came up against Robert the Bruce in the Battle
of Bannockburn and suffered a defeat that gained
Scotland its independence. It would take three
centuries for the English to recover this loss and
the huge debts left by Edward’s Scottish campaign
made him even more unpopular with the people.
In the tense time that followed the loss of
Scotland, Lancaster was able to insert himself as the
leader of the Lord Ordainers, effectively the leader
of the formal government of England. Excluded and
despised Edward turned to his friends, most notably
the Lord le Depenser and his son, who he pampered
with favors and titles, just as he had pampered
Gaveston.
The Earl of Lancaster and Roger de Mortimer,
Earl of March formed a powerful enough alliance
to wage war with the king and a civil war ensued.
The le Depensers were banished, but Edward
managed to capture both Lancaster and Mortimer.
Lancaster was executed, and Mortimer was held in
the Tower of London. By now it was known to all
that Edward’s wife Isabella was having an affair
with Mortimer. In 1323, Isabella took matters into
her own hands, contriving Mortimer’s escape from
the Tower into France and following with her son
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Edward III, heir to the English throne.
In September 1326, the ambitious trio landed
in Suffolk with an army and declared the young
prince-governor of the country. With no army and
no support from his people Edward II was easily
captured, his companions the le Depensers were
hanged, and he was imprisoned in Kenilworth to
await his fate. After being forced to abdicate by
a representative delegation of barons, clergy and
knights who agreed that Edward II was unfit to lead
the country, his son Edward III was proclaimed
King of England at Westminster Abbey on 20
January 1327.
Conveniently, Edward II died in custody on 21st
September. Little is known about the circumstances
of his death, but it is thought that Mortimer likely
arranged for his murder. Mortimer’s dominance
did not last long, however. He and Isabella soon
fell out of favor with the populace as they amassed
and spent a huge fortune and in 1330, King Edward
III initiated a coup d’etat, arresting and executing
Mortimer on charges of treason. But that’s the story
of a different king.

Legacy
King Edward II’s legacy is not a particularly
glorious one. Unpopular with his baronial lords, his
court and his people, Edward’s reign was primarily
spent avoiding his duties and king and buying the
affection of his so-called ‘favourites.’ A dismal
reign, Edward’s time on the throne saw English
defeat at the Battle of Bannockburn. Much writing
on Edward II following his death has focussed on
his relationship with Piers Gaveston and alluding
to his possible homosexuality. An unpopular and
inadequate king, Edward II was nonetheless a
source of fascination, particularly to the Victorians
who learned about his life from the likes of Charles
Dickens and Charles Knight.

Film and TV
•
•
•
•
•

Braveheart (1995)
Marlowe (1991)
Edward II (1991)
Edward II (1970) (TV Movie)
Edward II (1982) (TV Movie)

Warwick Castle

Further Research
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•

Mortimer, Ian, and Warner, Kathryn (2015)
Edward II: The Unconventional King
Jones, Dan (2013) The Plantagenets
Phillips, Seymour (2011) Edward II (The
English Monarchs Series)
Doherty, Paul (2004). Isabella and the
Strange Death of Edward II
Haines, Roy Martin (2003). King Edward II:
His Life, his Reign, and its Aftermath
Merritt, Stephanie (2002) Gaveston (fiction)
Hunt, Chris (1992) Gaveston (fiction)
Pentford, John (1984) The Gascon (fiction)

Locations to Visit
•
•
•

Caerphilly Castle, the place Edward II spent
his last weeks in hiding.
Warwick Castle, the location where Piers
Gaveston was tried and killed.
Bannockburn, the place England was
defeated by the Scots under Robert the
Bruce during Edward II’s reign.
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Edward II’s place of death, Berkeley Castle
in Gloucestershire, UK
Edward II’s place of burial, Gloucester
Cathedral in Gloucestershire, UK.

Top 10 British Christmas Carols
By John Rabon

O

ne of the best parts of the holiday
season (or the worst, depending on your
perspective), is the singing of Christmas
carols. Carols have a very specific definition of
being a song or hymn that related to Christmas, and
there are many out there both religious and secular.
Their themes range from retelling the story of the
nativity to espousing the goodwill of the season.
Chances are if you sing Christmas carols, you’ll
recognize one of the ten below, all of British origin.

when it was first printed, though it wasn’t published
officially until 1833 by a solicitor named William
Sandys. One of the interesting aspects of the song is
that it talks about the ships sailing into Bethlehem,
which is many miles from any body of water.

God Rest You, Merry Gentlemen

I Saw Three Ships (Come Sailing
In)
A traditional English carol, “I Saw Three Ships”
reportedly dates back to 17th-Century Derbyshire
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Dating back to the 16th Century (and possibly
earlier), the song is one of the oldest carols around,
and the earliest printed edition was done in 1760. In
the carol, the singer reminds the listener that there
is no reason for despair because the birth of Christ
means the triumph of good over evil. The song gets
a reference in Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol
as Ebenezer Scrooge chases off a caroler singing it in
front of his counting house.

The Holly and the Ivy

Here We Come A-wassailing

Greenery in Christmas decorations was inherited
from Pagan celebrations, and for Christmas, the
evergreens came to symbolize the eternal life offered
by Jesus Christ. A traditional Christmas hymn, “The
Holly and the Ivy” is replete with similar symbolism,
describing the holly as bearing the crown and the
berry as red as Christ’s blood.

“Wassailing” is actually the action of going door-todoor singing carols wishing good health. It doubles
as both a Christmas and New Year’s song as the
lyrics make reference to both holidays. In the past,
it also referred to a drink made of ale, apples, spices,
and mead that the house would offer to the carolers
to help them keep warm.

Sans Day Carol

The First Noel

A traditional Cornish piece, “Sans Day Carol” (or
“Saint Day Carol”) was written in the 19th Century.
Like many, it describes the birth of Jesus and also
incorporates the symbolism of the holly. The lyrics
specifically compare holly berries at their various
stages of life to Jesus at his birth, during his life, and
his death on the cross.

Also known as “The First Nowell,” is another
Cornish hymn, this one published in 1823 as
another edited work of William Sandys. The song’s
lyrics describe the Annunciation to the Shepherds
and the Adoration of the Shepherds as well as the
journey of the Magi. The hymn has an unusual
melody amongst English folk songs in that it repeats
a musical phrase and is followed by a musical refrain
that varies the phrase.

O Come, All Ye Faithful

Deck the Halls

There seems to be some speculation on who this
hymn’s original author was (including King John
IV of Portugal), but at least two of the supposed
authors, John Reading and John Francis Wade, are
English. The hymn was originally four verses, but
later expanded to six, and exalts the virtues of Christ
while also describing the Wise Men’s journey to visit
the young Jesus.

One of the most festive holiday songs, the melody
for “Deck the Halls” dates back to 16th Century
Wales while the lyrics were written by Scotsman
Thomas Oliphant in 1862. There are a few variants
of the lyrics, and the one known to most Americans
is quite different than the original, which describes
the merry drinking that goes on during the holiday
as decorations are hung.

Good King Wenceslas

Hark, the Herald Angels Sing

“Good King Wenceslas” is one of those great carols
that describes the spirit of Christmas, and in this
case, specifically charity to the poor. In it, lyricist
John Mason Neale retells the story of the Bohemian
King Wenceslas who goes out on the Feast of
St. Stephen (December 25, the Second Day of
Christmas) to give alms to the poor. Wenceslaus, in
reality, was a 10th Century Duke whose martyrdom
gave birth to a Cult of Wenceslaus in Bohemia and
England. He was later venerated and posthumously
made a king.

While the original tune was by German composer
Felix Mendelssohn, everything else about this
song is decidedly English. Charles Wesley wrote
the lyrics in 1739 and originally intended for his
words to be married to slow and solemn music, but
musician William H. Cummings had other ideas.
Cummings adapted Mendelsshon’s “Festgesang”
to Wesley’s lyrics and gave birth to a Christmas
classic that is a favorite of choirs all over the United
Kingdom.
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CHRISTMAS SHOPPING IN
LONDONTOWN
By John Rabon

Covent Garden
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hopping can be a wonderful and hectic activity
during Christmastime even in London. Of
course, the city’s shopping centers, markets,
and high streets offer plenty of options for
Christmas gifts along with decorations galore. If
you happen to be in London during the holiday
season, we hope you’ll consider one of these ten
shopping destinations that are full of Christmas
cheer and presents for your friends and family.

a top shopping area of London. And while it
didn’t make our list of some of the top places for
Christmas Decorations in London, it still has a
dazzling display of holiday lights that you’ll want
to visit. Last year’s display featured peacock
lights, and it remains to be seen what spectacular
decorations are in store for this year.

Southbank Centre’s Wintertime
Market

Westfield London

Another riverside Christmas market, the Wintertime
Market at Southbank Centre is part of the area’s
winter festival. As with Christmas by the River,
Wintertime Market features a number of chalet-like
retailer booths selling Christmas goodies and food
and drink, such as mulled wine. The Bar Under the
Bridge is a great spot to visit, featuring a menu full
of cheese-themed dishes.

Americans in London might find some home
comforts in Westfield London shopping center, a
destination similar to many American shopping
malls. Westfield does it up during the holidays not
only with decorations but craft-making events such
as Christmas paper and wreath making worships
and Santa’s Snowflake Grotto. There is also an ice
skating rink on site and plenty of places to eat and
shop to get into the holiday spirit.

Covent Garden

Spirit of Christmas Fair

Variety is the Christmas spice of life at Covent
Garden. Unlike the more high-end retail of Bond
Street, Covent Garden features a mix of shops that
cater to all tastes along with dining establishments
and three pop-up markets that offer everything from
antiques to hand-made items. If you do read our
article about Christmas decorations, you’ll know
it’s also one of the best places to take in the holiday
lights.

A great place for Christmas gifts, the Spirit of
Christmas Fair in Olympia features of host of
independent boutiques and craft makers selling
unique holiday items. The food hall and foot
court also have an array of food and drink of the
season, while the Home & Garden workshops give
you a chance to make some of your own special
Christmas presents.

Selfridges

Christmas by the River

One of London’s best department stores, Selfridges
is the place that coined the phrase “the customer is
always right.” As such, in addition to the numerous
items you can find throughout the year to satisfy
your loved ones’ desires, Selfridges also opens
up its Christmas shop for the holiday featuring
personalized items and Christmas decorations
galore. The store doesn’t skimp on its own
decorations either, so be sure t take a look at the
ornamentation inside the shop as well as its display
windows.

Hosted each year at London City Bridge, Christmas
by the River is one of London’s top Christmas
markets. Little wooden cabins sell anything from
bespoke Christmas gifts to food and drink of many
countries’ Christmas celebrations. The market goes
along the Queen’s Walk from Hay’s Galleria to The
Scoop at More London. With stunning views of
Tower Bridge in the distance, it’s definitely a place
to visit during the holidays.

Bond Street
Full of high-end designer shops, Bond Street is
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Clockwise: Harrods, Winter Wonderland, Southbank Centre,
Selfridges

Angel’s Market at Winter
Wonderland

Christmas lights displays in the entire city, which
are bound to put you in the holiday spirit as you
look for presents.

Winter Wonderland is a wonderful carnival that
takes place every year in Hyde Park, and the
Angel’s Market is a magical shopping experience in
the middle of all the rides, food, and performances.
The market shops focus heavily on English and
German crafts and gifts while offering a great
number of crafts from artisans. It’s also one of
the largest Christmas markets in the city, so it’s a
definite must visit when you consider everything
else Winter Wonderland has to offer.

Harrods
With the motto “All things for all people,
everywhere,” Harrods is a number one shopping
destination year-round. This goes double for
the holiday season, with decorations that will
make you think Harrods is secretly Santa’s
workshop. Harrods hosts its own Christmas shop,
and there’s a Christmas Grotto where kids can visit
Father Christmas. Beyond the dazzling selection
of gifts, the store’s Christmas window displays
are a highlight of the city’s holiday decorations.
Needless to say, whatever you need for your
Christmas experience, you’re bound to find it at
Harrods.

Oxford Street
Perhaps the best shopping street in London, it’s
also one of the busiest at any given time of year
and definitely is at Christmas. It has over 300
shops, outlets, and stores (including the previously
mentioned Selfridges). It’s also got one of the best
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THE AA

BRITAIN’S AUTOMOBILE ASSOCIATION

AA Service Box in Loch Ness
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ith their distinctive patrol vehicles
and motoring guides, the Automobile
Association is a British institution dating
back to the earliest days of motor cars in the UK.
Early drivers faced many hazards – uncertain
mechanical reliability, a lack of road signs, poorly
built roads, and police eager to catch speeding
drivers for the revenue it brought in to their town.
Beginning as a bicycle patrol to warn drivers of
speed-traps, in the more than 100 years since it
was formed the AA has evolved as motors cars and
driving have evolved. What began with three men
on bicycles grew into a full emergency service for
drivers, with mobile mechanics, guides to repair
shops, hotels, and overseas travel. It also offers
insurance and financial services. The yellow vans
and motorbikes remain a feature of driving the
roads of Britain, and its distinctive ‘AA approved’
logo is seen everywhere.
Since people first began to drive motor cars,
they have taken a unique view of traffic regulations.
Otherwise, law-abiding citizens often consider
them nothing more than a nuisance and attempt
to avoid penalties where ever possible. It was out
of that attitude that the Automobile Association
was formed in 1905. Just a few years earlier, in
1896, speed limits on cars had been raised to
14 mph, from the earlier 2 or 4 mph limits. Car
manufacturing in the UK was still in its infancy,
but Herbert Austin had just recently opened the first
factory of Wolseley Motors Limited in Birmingham.
A new Traffic Act came into force in 1903,
establishing vehicle registration; drivers licenses
(although no test was required); braking ability
requirements; the new crime of reckless driving;
and a new speed limit of 20 mph. The imposition
of a speed limit caused bitter debates in Parliament,
with many groups and individuals opposed to any
limit at all. Considerable hostility built up, well
summarized by Lord Montagu of Beaulieu, when,
in 1907, he addressed the House of Lords:

KEY FACTS
•
•
•
•

Began in 1905 with three bicycle
patrolmen warning of speed traps
Today has 10 million members across
the UK
Mobile mechanics in distinctive yellow
vans help motorists who have broken
down
Publishes definitive guides to hotels,
restaurants, car repair and travel

way which reminds one of the highwaymen of
the Middle Ages.”
So it was perhaps not surprising that in June
1905, Charles Jarrott, a car dealer, organized a
meeting at the Lyons’ Trocadero Restaurant on
Shaftesbury Avenue, London, to plan an escape
from the oppression of police speed-traps. Initially
calling themselves ‘The Motorists’ Mutual
Association’, but almost immediately changing
their name to the Automobile Association, this
new group began by recruiting a motorcyclist and
three pedal cyclists to ride the roads and warn
motorists of speed-traps they were approaching.
At first, they only worked on weekends, without a
uniform, and patrolled the roads to Brighton and
Portsmouth. The cyclists, skilled at judging speeds,
waved red flags at drivers they judged to be driving
over the speed limit. The service proved popular
with motorists, and from an initial membership of
100, the Association had 14,000 members by 1914,
supported by a thousand cycle patrolmen, who were
issued with uniforms in 1909. Their official duties
were described as indicating dangers on the road
and helping motorists who have broken down.
In 1906 the AA set up a legal defense fund for
its members and a year later partnered with Lloyds
of London to offer vehicle insurance, at no profit
to the AA. With the rapid growth of car ownership,
touring by car had become a widespread habit,
so a process for approving repair businesses was
developed. 1908 saw the publication of the first AA
Members’ Special Handbook, which listed agents
and car repairers, who in turn were able to display
the distinctive AA logo.

“Policemen are not stationed in the villages
where there are people about who might be in
danger, but are hidden in hedges or ditches by
the side of the most open roads in the country
In my opinion ..speed traps.. are manifestly
absurd as a protection to the public, and they
are used in many counties merely as a means of
extracting money from the passing traveler in a
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The following year hotels began to be listed
in the handbook. The first AA Secretary, Stenson
Cooke, had previously been a wine and spirit
salesman, so in devising a system to classify hotels,
he turned to the ‘star’ method used for brandy and
started issuing stars to hotels based on their quality
and facilities. To ensure independence, and to give
confidence in the system to their members, all hotel
inspectors paid for their rooms, and they were never
allowed to accept any favors from hoteliers.
In 1911 the patrolmen changed from directly
warning drivers of speed traps to a more subtle
approach, to avoid accusations of interfering with
the execution of Police duties. From now on the
patrolman would always salute when passing
a car bearing an AA badge – except when they
knew there was a speed trap. The member’s
handbook advised drivers to ‘stop and ask the
reason’ why they had not been saluted. Road traffic
legislation in 1929 and 1930 eventually removed
the 20 mph speed limit, but the practice of saluting
continued until 1962, when patrolmen moved from
motorcycles to driving Minivans.
With motoring still in its infancy, local village
and town councils did not consider road signs their
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responsibility, so the AA began putting up road
signs of their own, indicating places, mileages and
road hazards. This continued until 1939 when it
became the legal responsibility of local authorities.
During these early years, there was also an interest
in touring the Continent and items on conditions
in the countries immediately across the Channel
appeared in the handbooks as early as 1908. Today
the AA runs a full travel service.
Copying the recently introduced Police
telephone boxes, the AA began to install their own
phone boxes, for use by their patrolmen, in 1912.
Over time almost 1,000 boxes were installed, of
which just 19 remain today.
During WWI AA members were actively
encouraged to donate their cars for war service,
and a number were converted into field ambulances
and used on the Western Front, in France. The
8th (Cyclist) Battalion of the Essex Regiment was
formed, with over 100 members drawn for the AA
bicycle patrolmen.
By 1920 membership had reached 100,000,
and in the hard economic times following the war
years, the government encouraged motorists to
use benzole manufactured from British coal tar

to replace the more expensive imported petrol.
However the distribution of this material was
very poor, so the AA stepped in and opened fuel
stations stocking benzole. It was 1932 before petrol
distributors copied them, at which point the AA
closed their stations. In the 1920’s patrolmen began
to use a combination motorbike with a side-car,
equipped with tools and spare parts for repairs and
by 1938 there were 1,500 on the road, as well as
850 bicycle patrols. By the outbreak of WWII, there
were 2 million cars on the roads, and 750,000 of
them were members of the AA.
Following WWII there was petrol rationing,
which the AA campaigned to have lifted,
succeeding by 1950 – three years before the end of
sugar rationing. Using war-time developments in
two-way radios, a night-time emergency call service
was introduced in 1949. With Prince Philip now
the patron of the Association, they were charged
with organizing signage, parking and traffic control
for the coronation of Queen Elizabeth in 1953. In
1967 they AA returned to the insurance business,
following the collapse of several low-priced
car insurance businesses – insurance remains a
significant AA function, as does banking, with AA
Savings being a significant presence in the financial
services industry.
There are today over 10 million members in
the AA, and the road-side repair service uses GPS
positioning and computerized diagnostics to help
motorists who have broken down. Cell phone
apps keep a driver in touch with AA patrols. In
recent years the association has branched out into
a home emergency service, with a list of approved
plumbers, heating engineers and other household
services. It also engages in political campaigning
for the rights of motorists and for road safety,
through its independent charity called the AA
Charitable Trust.

Old AA Road Map

are listed buildings, protected from removal.
They are scattered across England, Scotland and
Wales, but the closest to London is perhaps the 530
Brancaster, Norfolk box, which can be found on the
A149 (running between Hunstanton-Wells), around
300 meters west of the junction with Common
Lane, in Brancaster Staithe, Norfolk.

Sites to Visit
Unfortunately, the collection of about 30 vintage
AA vehicles and bikes still in existence is in the
hands of private and AA-associated collectors.
Although sometimes shown at various events
around the country, there is no central display of
them that can be easily visited.
Of the 19 AA phone boxes still existing, eight
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GREAT BRITISH ICONS:
BRITISH RAIL
By David Goodfellow

Gloucestershire Warwickshire Steam Railway
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The early history of rail transport in Britain
was one of private enterprise. Using a network
largely created during the stock-market bubble of
railway companies in the 1840s, many private lines
developed. By the 1920s these were merged into
the Big Four – regional networks that monopolized
the railways. At the end of WWII, a socialist
government under Clement Attlee brought the
system under central government control. After
some initial success British Rail, as it was called,
came into competition with road transport, and
consistently lost money. British Rail moved rail
transport from the age of steam into the age of
electricity and diesel, but in 1962 the network
was gutted, when thousands of miles of track
and thousands of small stations were closed by
a government hostile to both rail transport and
nationalized industry. After the Thatcher years of
privatization, British Rail was returned to private
hands in 1993. The result has been a broken system,
with high fares, bad service, and continuing losses.
British Rail was born on the 1st of January
1948, and it had been a long and difficult birth. The
railway network had been the creation of many
private companies, starting with the first passengercarrying public railway, which used horse-drawn
carriages, and opened at Oystermouth in 1807.
The invention of the steam engine led to more and
more lines being built, culminating in the 1840’s
with Railway Mania, a speculative share bubble
of hundreds of companies promising to build
railways. The bubble burst, as they all do, but it left
a legacy of over six thousand miles of track, the
backbone for a viable railway network. Without it,
the development of the subsequent private railway
system would probably have been impossible,
since most economists consider railways a natural
monopoly, where the cost of the supporting system
– the track - precludes its duplication by a rival firm.
In the system that did develop, each company
owned a fragment of the network, but this made
profit-making difficult, and the companies were
constantly failing. During WWI the government
took control of the total system, for the war effort.
Immediate improvements and efficiencies were
seen, and in an attempt to preserve them, the
post-war government passed the Railways Act of
1921, commonly called the Grouping Act. The 120
companies in existence at the time were grouped
into four regional behemoths – Great Western

KEY FACTS
•
•
•
•

Created in 1948 by the
nationalization of private operators
Privatized in 1993, returning to a
network of private companies
Controversial and politicallycharged history
Strong public support in the UK for
re-nationalization

Railway; London and North Eastern Railway;
Southern Railway; and the London, Midland and
Scottish Railway. Some small lines were excluded,
and so was the London Underground, which was
already in public hands.
In theory, these companies should have been
successful – they had a monopoly in their region
and could charge fares that would return a profit.
But that didn’t happen. Road transport was growing
fast, and the government built roads for lorries but
didn’t pay for the long-overdue improvements to the
railway tracks. The Big Four, as the railways were
known, complained of unfair competition, and the
result was increased taxation of road vehicles. Still,
the system and the railways entered a slow decline.
There were ideological factors at play too.
The 19th and early-20th centuries were a time of
social upheaval, as working people struggled for
a larger share of the productivity of the nation.
Trade Unions and political parties supporting the
ideals of socialism grew steadily, and in 1900 the
‘broad church’ of the Labour Party united many
smaller socialist movements under one roof. By
the 1920s it had become the main opposition party,
overtaking the older Liberal Party and challenging
the Tory conservatives for power. Nationalization
– the taking under government control of private
businesses, especially natural monopolies – was a
cornerstone of socialist thinking and official Labour
Party policy.
Many outsiders were surprised to see Winston
Churchill, the charismatic leader of the British
people against Nazi Germany, thrown out of
government even before the barrels of the guns
had cooled. Germany officially surrendered on
May 8, 1945, and a General Election was held on
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July 5. Clement Attlee, leader of the Labour Party
and deputy prime minister during the war, saw an
unprecedented 12% swing to his party, and Labour
formed the first post-war government. High on their
radical, socialist agenda, alongside the creation
of a free-to-user public health system (the NHS),
was the complete nationalization of all transport,
from railways and trucking to ports, shipping, and
buses. There was a staunch determination from
the returning soldiers and their families that the
fruits of victory should fall to them, and not to the
Conservative Party, whose main goal was to restore
the status quo.
Attlee’s government soon lived up to its
pledges, and the Transport Act of 1947 included
the complete take-over by the government of
the Big Four – who had effectively already been
united under wartime controls. The new entity was
christened British Rail. The system was divided into
six geographic regions, and its first priority was to
restore the rail network itself – badly damaged by
bombing – and to improve and extend the rolling
stock. By the early 1950s, British Rail was making
a small profit.
A new challenge faced the system when the
Conservatives were returned to power in 1951. They
promptly privatized road transport, which soon
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became a significant rival for rail, with its ability to
deliver door to door. Another new development, air
transport operating with the many surplus planes
left from the war, competed for speed, and British
Rail’s newly-won profits evaporated. European
railways had modernized in the post-war years,
converting from coal-powered steam to electric
and diesel. Attlee, as well as British Rail’s Chief
Engineer, wanted to continue with coal and steam,
mainly because the country had no money to import
oil, and the coal miners were a key element of
the support for Labour. Almost 1,500 new steam
locomotives had been ordered by 1953. At the
end of 1954 the government published a report –
Modernisation and Re-Equipment of the British
Railways – to bring the system up to date, and to
make it profitable again.
The plan had good intentions, but only limited
success. Some lines were electrified, and there
was a major conversion from steam to diesel, but
a diversity of locomotives was bought, which
raised maintenance costs. There was a focus on
single-car freight hauling, at a time when this was
shifting to roads. Worse, BR was trapped in a legal
requirement to carry any and all goods, at standard
published rates, so they often carried cargo at a
loss. Road haulers were not bound by this, and they

could refuse unprofitable loads. Although this issue
had been identified by the Big Four in the 1930s,
it was 1962 before the law was changed to allow
BR freedom of contract, so that they could refuse
unprofitable work.
By 1962 BR was losing more and more money
– its loss that year was equivalent to £2 billion
today. The Conservative government of the day
appointed a businessman, not a railwayman, to cut
costs. This was Richard Beeching, controversially
paid a high salary to do the job, he produced the
Beeching Report in 1963. His plan was to cut 5,000
miles of track and close 2,363 small stations. Most
of this was done, without regard to the societal
impact on small communities, which was severe.
The Transport Minister at the time, Ernest Marples,
was closely involved in road transport and owned
80% of a road construction business, so the belief
continues that he was not impartial in his handling
of railway transport. Less controversially, this
period also saw the formal branding of the railway
as ‘British Rail,’ the adoption of the blue color for
trains, and the use of the ‘double-arrow’ logo.
The 1970s saw the arrival of high-speed diesel,
with the InterCity 125 High-Speed Train (HST).
What would have been the world’s first tilting train
– able to lean around bends, and so travel faster; the
Advanced Passenger Train (APT) – was thwarted
by politics and a premature release, and never came
to pass.
By the 1980s the rolling stock was aging, and
again the replacement was a mixture of successes
and failures. British Rail abolished the regional
sections, and instead separated passenger service
from freight, creating several specialized areas.
Costs were still high, and fares rose much faster
than general prices during this period, pushing more
passengers onto the roads and to bus transport. The
nationalized service remained a battleground of
conflicting politics, but surprisingly Prime Minister
Thatcher gave limited support to expansion and
improvements. She did, however, carry out some
privatization, peeling off the Railway Hotels, and
handing them to private owners. She was certainly
not shy in other areas, and her period in power saw
most of Britain’s nationalized industries handed
over to private ownership.
It was up to her successor, John Major, to
end the railway nationalization of the post-war
socialists. With the Railway Act of 1993, this was

achieved. But how should it be done? BR wanted
to remain a single unit, others wanted a return to
the Big Four, and the Treasury proposed reverting
back even earlier, creating 25 passenger railway
franchises. This was the decision taken, and over
100 separate companies emerged from British Rail.
Most agree that the privatization has not been
a success. Government subsidies in one form or
another continue to prop up the private owners,
most noticeably Virgin Rail, owned by Richard
Branson. The service is plagued by breakdowns and
poor-quality carriages, and the fares are 5 to 6 times
those of nationalized railways in Europe. Temporary
re-nationalization has been done with some
failed private lines by the current Conservative
government, and complete re-nationalization
remains official Labour Party policy. Under
Labour’s present leadership it could well come to
pass if Labour returns to power. Nationalization
remains the preference of a large majority of the
public.

Sites to Visit
•
•
•

The National Railway Museum is on
Leeman Road, York, North Yorkshire.
Shildon Locomotion Museum is in Shildon,
County Durham.
Numerous other local museums across the
country preserve local stations, facilities,
locomotives, and rolling stock. https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_railway_
museums_in_the_United_Kingdom

Further Research
•
•
•
•
•
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British Rail: The Nation’s Railway, by Tanya
Jackson
Inside British Rail: Challenges and Progress
on the Nationalised Railway, 1970s-1990s,
by Stephen Poole
British Rail Designed 1948-1997, by David
Lawrence
The Times History of Britain’s Railways:
From 1603 to the Present Day, by Julian
Holland
Railway Day Trips: 160 classic train
journeys around Britain, by Julian Holland

THE SLANG PAGE
BRITISH MEDICAL TERMS

A&E - n - Accident and Emergency, what
Americans would call the Emergency Room.

NHS – abbr – National Health Service. Britain’s
nationalized health system.

Antenatal - adj - Prenatal care.

Paracetamol - n - The British equivalent to
Tylenol.

Anti-Histamines - n - Allergy/hayfever
medication.

Plaster - n - A band-aid.

Bairn - n - Another word for baby, usually used in
Scotland, but also common in the north of England
– particularly in Newcastle.

PMT – abbr - How British women refer to PMS short acronym for Premenstrual tension.
Poorly - n- A way to describe someone not feeling
well.

British Medical Association (The BMA)
- abbr - The main association and trade union
representing Doctor’s in the United Kingdom. They
also publish the British Medical Journal, the main
publication for new medical research in Britain.

Sectioned - v - To be committed to a mental
health facility against your will.
Sick - n - The standard term for vomit or to throw
up. “Oh man, I’m covered in sick.”

Boss Eyed – adj – Crossed Eyed.
Care Home – n – Nursing home.

Sickie - n - To take a day off of work or school but
not actually be sick.

Casualty Department – n – The emergency
room or the A&E.
Chemist - n - Pharmacist but it should be noted
they can also provide simple medical advice without
having to go to a doctor.

Social Care - n - Official term that covers the old
age care of the elderly in Britain, covers care homes
and the funding needed to care for Britain’s older
population.

Chunder - v - To vomit.

Spastic - n - A very insulting and derogatory term
for someone who is mentally challenged.

Fit - v - A seizure of epileptic fit.

Sticking plaster - n - A band- aid.

GP - n - General Practitioner - your regular family
doctor.

STI - abbr - Sexually Transmitted Infections, the
British use this instead of STD.

Harley St – n – Street in London where private
Doctors practice – usually expensive and exclusive,
not part of the NHS.

Struck off – v – To be disbarred or lose a
professional license. Do not see a Doctor who has
been struck off!

National Insurance – n – Government
mandated insurance system, equivalent would
be Social Security in the USA. Also pays for the
National Health Service.

Surgery – n - 1. Doctor’s or
Dentist’s office. 2. When an MP meets with his/her
constituents.
Ulcer – n - Canker sore.
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