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KENT 2019  ï CASTLES A ND GARDENS  
(with visits to East Sussex)  

 
Saturday 6 th  July  -  Day 1  

We had lived in Dover for a total of nine months in 1975 , when Alan had been a 
Radio Officer on Free Enterprise 8 , one of the Townsend -Thoreson cross -channel 

ferries and for some considerable time we had felt a return  to Kent beckoning.  
 
Added to this were memories of holidays with Alan's parents in 1982 and 1983, 

wh en his father was work ing  at Chatham Dockyard. I th ink we belonged to the 
National Trust at that point, as I doubt my  dear father - in - law would  have paid for 

all the places he'd taken us to visit in such a short space of time . It was good of 
him to drive us, but it had felt as if he'd been attempting  to tick off as many sites 
as possible in what was often  a frustrating experience of quantity over quality.  

 
All things considered, the  time to r e-visit  Kent  had arrived . We'd managed to find  

self -catering accommodation in a rural village two mil es from Yalding, which 
seemed to be fairly central to most of the National Trust and English Heritage sites 
that interested us  most . There would be a fair bit of driving on some days, but 

Alan declared that he was ready and more or less willing . 
 

He may ha ve changed his mind after the journey from Cornwall to Kent, with  the 
notorious M25  to contend with , but we arrived safely and the accommodation , 
named Little Melrose,  suited us very well. The bedroom and bathroom looked out 

onto an orchard, which was  fitt ing since  Kent is referred to as the Garden of 
England, with  its abundance of orchards and hop gardens. We  had already passed 

several of the distinctive hop -drying buildings known as oast houses. Yes, we 'd 
finally done it, we  were re -visiting  Kent . 

 

Sunday 7 th  July  -  Day 2  
Sleep was a little on the surface, but not too bad for the first night in a strange 

place. Actually, th e strangest thing about this place was  the noise the flush made 
every single time it was pushed . M aybe it was something to do wit h the septic 

tank system the owners had informed  us about, but the result ing sound  resembled 
the loud , prolonged mooing of a cow with sinus problems.  
 

Thankfully, the sinus problems Alan himself had recently been plagued with were 
in abeyance and we looked  forward to our first holiday visit. Due to tiredness from 

the previous day's driving, along with the sky being fully clouded over, we chose 
the nearby National Trust site of Scotney Castle, a mere nine miles away. It had 
been  one of the places we'd been  whisked around in 1982 and all I vaguely 

remembered was a romantic looking castle with a moat.  
 

The air was pleasantly warm despite the clouds and we were soon drinking a 
cappuccino  at the café  outside , as the holiday feeling permeated through  ï or 
perhaps  it was the caffeine? After presenting ourselves at the entrance, we were 

given a timed ticket to go inside the house at 11:00 -11:15, discover ing that the 
more modern house had been built in 1837 from sandstone quarried from the 

grounds of the old 12 th -century castle (the one remembered from the first, fleeting 
visit).  I kept wishing and hoping that the cloud cover would lift to allow what would 
be some picturesque photos, but the cloud cover wasn't playing.  



2 
 

Kay Santillo, 2019.  

 
Scotney Castle amongst the trees  (photo by A lan Santillo)  

 

We wandered around the grounds to  acquaint ourselves with the layout , instantly 

recognising the old, picturesque castle of previous years . O ur allotted time -slot 
came to enter the house  and although I confess  that  I wasn't anticipating much 
of interest because I love gardens best,  the house proved well worth a visit.  

 
The original Scotney Castle and its estate had been purchased by Edward Hussey 

in 1778, but by the early 19 th  century, his grandson, also named Edward, had the 
current mansion h ouse built. It was designed by Anthony Salvin, with the old 
castle being partially destroyed to make an attractive garden feature. Seriously? 

Deliberately destroying a 12 th -century castle for a garden feature !  
 

Moving incredulously on, the new house is an early example of the Tudor Revival 
architectural style that became popular in 19 th -century Britain. Almost as soon as 
we entered, it felt as if the last occupants had not long left and the first guide we 

encountered in the library was eager to point out objects of interest, such as secret 
compartments amongst the books and a fuddling cup . This was a strange drinking 

vessel made of three separate jugs that would spill its contents unless the drinker 
worked out the correct order in which to drink. Very s trange . 
 

The library contents had been assembled since the 17 th  century, although  mostly 
by Edward Hussey III (1807 -94) and his grandson Christopher (1899 -1970). The 

furniture, ceramics and objets d'art are all currently displayed as they had been  
left in 2006 by Christopher's widow , Betty Hussey . All of that,  together with the  
books , add s up to an astonishing 10,000+ objects , which comprises the largest 

National Trust collection in south -east  England . 
 

With our tour of the house over , we made our way  down to the moated castle 
ruin, with each turn of the path giving a slightly d ifferent  picturesque view. The 
sky was still boringly white and overcast, so our photos weren't going to be the 

best they could, but it was still incredibly pretty. There was a delightful garden 
that was small, but filled with a colour ful  array of plants. Flowers against a 

backdrop of castle ruins look so good . I t was just a pity about the sky :  
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Colourful garden (showing minimal sky)  

 

The whole of the moated castle ruin s area looked pleasantly situated and well laid 

out, so it seemed a pity that the buildings had been abandoned  ï although this 
was for an understandable reason, as we later found out . There were still some 
intact rooms in the castle, though, so we naturally  went inside to investigate.  

 

 
The old castle remains (photo by Alan Santillo)  

 

In one room there was a hidden priest -hole inside a cupboard. From 1591, during 
the reign of Protestant Queen Elizabeth I, Scotney Castle had been the secret 
hiding place of F ather Richard Blount, courtesy of the sympathetic Catholic Darrell 

family, who had owned the property at tha t time . This situation lasted until 1598, 
when local Justices of the Peace raided the castle searching for him.  

 
Blount managed to escape, thanks to his trusty manservant (a phrase not often 
used these days) , who was  named Bray. This enterprising and probably  desperate 

man create d a diversion by raising a false alarm that thieves were stealing horses 
from the stable. This allowed  Blount the opportunity  to climb over the wall and 

plunge into the icy moat  below . He made it to land, where loyal Bray was waiting  
for him and  whereupon the fortunate pair made their dramatic escape.  
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In another room there was an account of the Hussey family's history.  They  had 
made their money from the iron industry in Worcestershire and had moved to 

Sussex in the early 1700s. Edward Hussey had sadly taken his own life at the 
castle in 1816, whe reupon  the property passed to his son, who was also called 

Edward. This Edw ard unfortunately died a year later in London following a long 
illness, after which time  his wife chose not to use Scotney as the family's main 
residence . By 1828 however, her son, another  Edward, became involved in the 

estate again and decided to build th e new house.  
 

All things considered, I had a lot  more sympathy and understanding of why the 
old castle had been abandoned in favour of a new house  ï but it seemed a s tep 
too far  to plunder and destroy part of it and in so doing, render it no more than a 

fashionable folly? What folly! However, there were still some decent reminders of 
the past to bring the remaining rooms to life, so all was not lost. The wooden 

staircase had been built in around 1378, so it was perfectly possible to imagine 
previous generat ions who had touched its carved posts.  
 

In fact, the earliest records of the site go back as far as  1137, when the estate 
was owned by Lambert de Scoteni, from whom the name Scotney clearly derives. 

Records indicate that a high -status  house was in existence  at that time , which 
then passed to the Ashburnham family in 1358. About 20 years later, the risk of 

French invasion during the Hundred Years War led to fortification of the site and 
the consequent building of Scotney Castle. However , there remains  conjecture  
about the effectiveness of its  low - level defences and some historians are of the 

opinion that  the castle was probably more of a status symbol.  
 

Be that as it may, the whole place was full of romantic beauty and appeal. Judging 
by  the number of other visitors wandering peacefully around  both the top and 
bottom areas , many other people thought so too. We meandered  up to the café 

at midday for some lunch, after which we found ourselves meande ring  back down 
again for further investiga tion and a walk around the moat. I t's no surprise the 

gardens are a designated Site of Special Scientific Interest, with a quarry garden 
that contains a 100 -million -year -old  impression of a dinosaur's footprint.  
 

The weather forecast had promised the clouds would lift, but the weather forecast 
had unfortunately got it  wrong. A lthough we walked around hopefully in the drizzle 

for a while  longer , we eventually decided we'd enjoyed enough of our second visit 
to Scotne y Castle to be satisfied. A restful Sunday afternoon and a quiet Sunday 
evening ensued at Little Melrose  ï apart f rom the weird noise of the flush, that is . 

I  suppose there are far worse noises é 
 

Monday 8 th  July  -  Day 3  
I slept quite well  on the whole , awaking to the sound of a screechy bird somewhere 
outside. If it had been inside, I  would have been outside . The sky was looking 

quite a lot better than yesterday , so I happily agreed to Alan's suggestion of a 
visit to Hever Castle, the famo us childhood home of Anne Boleyn.  

 
It was one of the places Alan's father had rushed us around in 1983 and my single 
memory of it is standing and looking with awe at  an  artefact of some sort that had 

once belonged to Anne Boleyn  herself . In recent years, m y interest in history has 
escalated  immensely, so I was practically  hyperventilating at the mere thought of 

Hever Castle . Maybe I exaggerate, but I was really looking forward to it.  
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It was a 40 -minute drive to Edenbridge , a town and civil parish in the Sev enoaks 
district of Kent  on the border of Kent and Surrey . It takes its name from the River 

Eden, a tributary of the River Medway, but i ts name apparently derives from the 
Old English name of Eadhelmsbridge , so was Eadhelm the Old English for Eden?  

  
However, I digress. As t he castle grounds didn't open until 10:30 and the castle 
even later  at 12:00, there was no need to hurry. I  had, after all,  had plenty enough 

of that in 1983! The route to Edenbridge  took us along some rather bendy, rural 
roads, pas t Tonbridge , a busy market town on the River Medway . 

 
Alan's sinuses were misbehaving slightly, but he seemed happy to arrive at our 
destination, where many cars were already in the car park. I think he was pleased 

we'd  be redeem ing  the pre -paid entrance v oucher he'd received courtesy of Tesco 
Clubcard, as otherwise we'd have been pay ing out £15.60 each.  

 
I noticed a swathe of wildflower planting , which always pleases me , as we started 
our walk down to where the castle was situated amongst expanses of green  

parkland, trees and a path beside topiary borders and flowers. First of all though, 
we fortified ourselves with a cappuccino, sitting outside at the popular café. We 

didn't linger, however , as it was becoming clear that the opportunity of taking a 
photo o f the castle before its midday opening was lessening by the minute.  

 

 
Amazing Hever Castle (photo by Alan Santillo)  

 

A nearby moat complete with lily pads was most attractive, not only to us, but to 
several ducks and  also  some large goldfish. After the people - free photos had been  

achieved, we wandered around some individual garden areas, such as a Tudor 
knot garden , beds planted with flowers for strewing floors and a physic garden for 

medical purposes.  The sky was still cl oudy, but it was bright.  
 
These simple gardens were purposefully  planted as they would probably  have been 

in the time of King Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn. In an adjoining Chess Garden , 
there  were chess pieces cleverly cut from golden yew, with an astrolabe dating 

from the Stuart Queen Anne's reign (1702 -1714). Whether Tudor or Stuart , I 
didn't mind  in the slightest , as the gardens were so pretty.  
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The Chess Garden  

 

We noticed people were starting to go in side  the castle, so we quickly joined the 

queue and were the last two in the first group of people allowed entry.  Alan 
managed to purchase the hire of two multimedia guides from a staff member who 
seemed reluctant to part with any, as groups of schoolchildren were expected. 

Either Alan was charmingly persuasive, or we looked suitably disappointed, as the 
somewhat hara ssed man handed over our guides for £3.75 each.  

 
There was so much  to look at! The original castle had been built around 1270 and 
owned by William de Hever, a sheriff during the reign of King Edward I. The 

gatehouse and walled bailey were surrounded by a moat and entered by a wooden 
drawbridge. William's heirs had continued to fortify the castle, which had several 

owners until being purchased by Anne Boleyn's great -grandfather, Sir Geoffrey 
Bullen (Boleyn). Several different versions of the surname appear in records, due 
to the fact that there was no standardised spelling in England in medieval times.  

 
Geoffrey Bullen/Boleyn became Lord Mayor of London in 1459 and his increased 

wealth and status led him to convert and update the castle, so that a comfortabl e 
Tudor house was added inside the castle walls. By 1505, Sir Thomas Boleyn 
(Anne's father) had further expanded and improved the family dwelling, which 

must have been a wonderful place for a privileged childhood like  Anne's and her 
two siblings. It seems a pity they ever became involved so intimately with King 

Henry VIII and the Tudor court, with such tragic consequences.  
 
After Anne and her brother George were  executed and their father was shunned 

until his death two years later, the castle came under the  ownership of Henry VIII. 
He gave it to his fourth wife, Anne of Cleves and although he divorced her soon 

after, she  continued to live at the castle as the 'king's sister' until her death in 
1557. This was news to me and made the visit even more rewarding . 
 

The castle was then sold to Sir Edward Waldegrave and remained in th at  family 
for 160 years, when it was sold in the early 1700s to Sir William Humphreys, who 

was Lord Mayor of London. In 1749 it belonged to Sir Timothy Waldo, although  by 
the end of the 19 th  century, it had declined quite drastically.  
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Fortunately, a wealthy American named William Waldorf Astor came to the rescue 
in 1903. He purchased th e site  and set about renovation and expansion into a 

Tudor -style village. I'm not sure about the latter,  but it all looked good.  
 

His improvements were very tasteful , with accommodation added and extensive 
landscaping of the grounds. A  two -year excavation in the meadows and marshland 
resulted in a stunning  35 -acre lake, which we later viewed. Leading from the lake 

back to the house, he created a  delightful  Italian garden. Individual garden 'rooms' 
containing columns, statues and sculptures from when he had been  the American 

ambassador in Italy were graced b y small grottoes, fountains  and  cascades.  
 
He became a British subject and was created the first Viscount of Hever in 1917. 

I have a tenuous family link! He was the grandfather of Waldorf Astor II, who 
married Nancy, who became the first female MP to take  her seat in the Plymouth 

Sutton ward, as a Conservative member. I'll gloss over that. My father met Nancy 
in Plymouth at a charity event  when h e was selling strawberries on behalf of the 
Scout Association and offered one to her. She accepted and said it w as very good . 

I know no more, but my father was  proud of both the encounter and the photo:  
 

 
Nancy Astor approves of my father's strawberries  

 

The castle and estate had been sold by its last owners to Broadland Properties 

Limited in 1983. Speaking of the castle , we were ready to begin our  house tour , 
complete with the  multimedia guide s (so named because of their various 
functions ) , which were  thankfully easy to use.  We loitered for quite a long time in 

the inner hall, which had been the great kitchen in Tudor times. There was a lot 
of Italian walnut panelling and some striking portraits, but the Elizabethan -style 

ceiling especially caught my eye, featuring the Tudor rose.  
 

In fact, William Waldorf Astor had been most  sympathetic to the Tudor er a and 
the rooms were  a pleasing mix of Boleyn and Astor. Rooms had naturally been 
changed ï for i nstance, the Astor drawing room had contained domestic offices in 

Tudor times, while the dining hall had been the great hall, originally open to the 
roof rafte rs. In this room was a Tudor artefact in the shape of a lock once belonging 

to Henry VIII , who was paranoid about assassination attempts and would take his 
own locksmith to fit locks to his bedchamber whilst visiting other homes.  
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The morning room had been a private retiring room with a fireplace  dating to the 
17 th  century , while the library had been an administration /estate  office. The room 

that intrigued me most  of all , though , was where a stone spiral staircase opened 
into the small, sparsely furnished be droom of Anne Boleyn's childhood.  

 
Underneath an original 15 th -century half -domed ceiling was  a portrait of Anne 
wearing her famous 'B' necklace, a wooden chair and a cradle, but by far of most 

interest to me was a wooden chest carved with "Anne Bullen  ï Hever" with  other 
carved letters and numbers. I was actually gazing upon Anne Boleyn's chest!  

 

 
My favourite room containing the...  

 

 
... chest of Anne Boleyn!  

 

I was so transported with historical excitement that I failed to take in properly the 

contents of the next room, the Book of Hours Room . This contained  two of Anne's 
illuminated prayer books , the  earliest one  from around 1450 , handwritten on 

vellum (specially -prepared animal skin / membrane) and containing her signature.  
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A book o f hours was the name for a personal prayer book, which had been popular 
in England during  the Middle Ages. They were so -named because of eight short 

services to the Virgin Mary that were read at fixed hours throughout the day. The 
room not only contained  Anne's book of hours , but also  an exceptionally rare panel 

that had once belonged to Anne of Cleves. I may or may not have seen it é 
 
In the Queens' Chamber, mannequins depicting King Henry VIII, Anne Boleyn and 

Mary Boleyn gave presence to some  amazing Tudo r portraits of Henry V I II's wives, 
considered to be one of the best collections after the National Portrait Gallery. I  

find it  so special to  peer at  the colourful likeness of a famous person who lived 
centuries earlier. In fact, the whole collection of por traits at Hever Castle was 
breath - taking  and far more in context there than in a city art gallery.  

 

 
The big guy and his second Boleyn amour  

 

Thomas Boleyn (Anne's father) had added the staircase gallery over the entrance 

hall in around  1506, thus  allow ing  access between the two wings of the house and 
his freshly built long gallery upstairs. It was h ere I surveyed  a most rare portrait 

of Mary Qu een of Scots wearing  white mourning, painted after the  death of three 
close family members. The colour of deepest mourning among medieval European 
queens had been white ï it was an i ncredible  painting . 

 
Moving reluctantly on into King Henry VIII's bedroom,  which isn't something that's 

said  every day, more  delights awaited . The panelling in this room dates to the 16 th  
century, but the ceiling is the oldest in the entire castle , dating  from around 1462. 
It's generally believed that Henry stayed at Hever C astl e several times during his 

courtship with Anne Boleyn and the thought that the notorious king had lain in 
bed and looked at that very ceiling was é bizarre , to say the least . 

 
When the Catholic Waldegrave family had owned Hever Castle from 1557 until 
1715, they had added an oratory to one of the rooms (now named the Waldegrave 

Room), hidden behind panelling. An oratory was a small chapel, particularly for 
private use, so when we came across it, I felt  vaguely as if I were  snooping . It 

was worth that slight discomfort, though, to  peer through the gap in the wood and  
gaze upon  a beautiful , historical  devotional space.  
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The beautiful oratory  (photo by Alan Santillo)  

 

The Long Gallery created in 1506 by Thomas Boleyn lived up to its description, 

extending across the entire width of the castle. It has been restored faithfully with 
obvious great care, worthy of the notable paintings of key royalty from the York, 
Lancaster  and Tudor families that it displays. The portrait of Elizabeth Woodville, 

grandmother of Henry VIII, is on public display for the first time and the portrait 
of Prince Arthur, Henry's older brother who died in 1502, is the only one painted 

in his lifetime . I felt a s if  I had died and gone to some sort of heavenly art gallery.  
 
However, I confess I was beginning to tire  of too much good history as we then 

moved on to the section of the castle dedicated to the Astor family  ï sorry N ancy, 
who admired my fathe r's strawberries. Sorry also to William Waldorf, who did a  

truly  amazing job of re -establishing Hever Castle as a place of beauty and interest. 
I tried to be interested and there w ere some noteworthy artefacts, memorabilia 
and pieces of furniture, but I was temporarily historied out.  

 
The tour of the castle concluded in the oldest part, which was the gatehouse where 

the 13 th -century castle owners would have entertained, slept and eaten (and used 
the garderobe that emptied directly into th e moat). Nowadays the esteemed 
gatehouse  contains armour and historic swords, plus implements of discipline, 

torture and execution. I always find it very disturbing to imagine these gruesome 
degradations of humanity in use on human flesh  and generally pass  by swiftly .  

 
It thus felt a relief to emerge from the subdued lighting inside to the brightness 
of the castle courtyard, where the front portcullis is thought to be one of the oldest 

examples in the country and where the drawbridge reinstated by William W aldorf 
Astor can still be raised. I was bemu sed to see we had been inside for 1½ hours , 

so for  a relatively small dwelling, it certainly contains a great deal of interest.  I'm 
a little surprised I didn't remember more from our initial visit in 1983.  
 

The  t ime had come for our picnic lunch , as we settled  on a wooden bench beside  
a tree that was  close to a stretch of water . Ducks waddled by from time to time 

amid a background chatter of visitors. It had been a wonderful morning , to be 
followed by a wonderful afternoon walking  around the Italian garden . 
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Tall clipped yew hedges and long sweeping lawns occupied the central space, 
bordered by two 12 - foot high walls constructed  from local stone. We walked down 

one side described as the Pompeiian Wall, stopping to a dmire the small individual 
gardens along its length that contained beautiful planting and an astonishing array 

of Roman artefacts. It kept crossing my mind , though,  that while William Waldorf 
Astor may have been the American ambassador in Italy, was it mor ally right of 
him to take away bits of its history? However, it was beautiful regardless . 

 

 
Just one small section of a magnificent garden  

 

At the end of the walk, an impressive loggia looked out on to a 38 -acre lake  ï no 

wonder it had taken two years to excavate , it was massive . Pillared colonnades 
gave the loggia an air of grandeur and balustrade steps descended to a small 

piazza below that was decorated with a classical sculpture.  
 
It felt as if  we 'd wandered into another world  altogether , but something deliciously 

practical kept our feet literally on the ground. Those feet had unwittingly led us to 
a Kentish ice -cream kiosk, where we procee ded to i ndulge in a wonderful ( though  

somewhat large for a single scoop) honey and honeycomb cornet. Heavenly . 
 
After this, i t was time to walk back to the castle, this time along the Pergola Walk 

on the other side of the lawns. Th e area this side was planted with ferns and 
moisture - loving plants in shaded grottoes, until we came across a rose garden 

planted with thousands of roses. I didn't actually count them, but their fragrance 
and variety of colours was astounding. Even here a few Rom an artefacts graced 
the scene, creating a  well -balanced  English - Italian effect . 

 
There was more to the garden, but our energy had d windl ed and we reluctantly 

called it a day . We had omitted the English yew maze, the Sunday Walk (well, it 
was Monday), the C hurch Gill Walk and Anne Boleyn's Walk. Since there are 125 
acres of grounds at Hever Castle, we were never going to cover it all .  I was sad 

we had n't visit ed nearby St Peter's Church, which date s back to the 12 th  century 
and contain s the tomb of Sir Thoma s Bullen/Boleyn . However,  as we drove back 

to Little Melrose, I was very  contented with our Hever experience . I had been  in 
history heaven  all day , although  hopefully it hadn't  show n!  
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Tuesday 9 th  July  -  Day 4  
We awoke to a cloudy sky again  this morning, but all was well in self -catering 

accommodation land  ï I w as even  becoming accustomed to the sound of the 
distressed bull  flush . To be honest  though, I was really missing a leg - rest on the 

sofa and some teabag squeezers, but we can't always have what we want.  
 
Besides, Alan  had announced that he  felt ready and able to tackle a longer drive 

to Dover Castle. I found it slightly hard to believe we'd lived in Dover in 1975 and 
(according to my erratic memory) had only ever sat on some grass a little way 

down from the castle , without  ever ventur ing  inside.  Perhaps we were broke, or 
distracted. On reflection, it had probably been  both . 
 

However, today that reprehensible oversight was going to be rectified . W e set off 
at 09:15  and arrived at 10:40 , after having a  truly un pleasant drive through 

Maidstone, a stretch on the M2 and then the A2. It therefore felt undeniably good 
to approach the castle from the top road and easily find a space in the large, 
sprawling car park. I'd had no idea the castle is so huge , standing proudly as it 

does above the harbour and ferry port where Alan had once  set sail,  mostly to 
Zeebrugge in Belgium and on occasion to Calais in France . 

 
I felt a n agreeable  mental tick on the bucket list as I looked out at the beach on  

Dover front and the familiar sea vista once again , but since our main business 
today was the castle , we hastened to wards  the ticket entrance. Our English 
Heritage membership served us well, saving us from having to pay  £18 .80  each 

and after walking up to the castle enclosure within the impressive curtain walls, 
we were soon enjoying a cappuccino in the Great Tower Café.  

 
After that, i t was time to start exploring, having read briefly about the castle's 
history. The chalk of Castle Hill, with its natural st rategic view of the sea, originally 

lent itself to massive earthworks, mounds and ditches and is most likely to have 
been the site of an Iron Age hill fort. Immediately after his Battle of Hastings 

victory in October 1066, William the Conqueror ( who is all egedly my 26 th  great -
grandfather according to recent ancestry investigations) had the defences there 
strengthened with an earthwork and timber castle.  

 
In the 1180s, King Henry II had the castle remodelled, constructing a  great tower 

that doubled as added fortification and  a palace in which to entertain important 
visitors. It was 83 feet/25.3 metres high, just short of 100 f eet/30  metres  square 
and had walls up to 21 f eet/6.5 m etres  thick. There were three floors of rooms, 

with the topmost being state apart ments for the king.  There's no doubt it must 
have been most impressive in its day. As it happened, the aptly named Great 

Tower  was impressive enough today  and  also impossible  to miss ï so w e didn't!  
 
I hadn't managed quite as much pre -visit research  as I w ould have lik ed, so I was 

very pleased to find some history relating directly to Henry II, who along with 
Eleanor of Aquitaine, happened to be  the subject of my holiday reading.  

 
English Heritage had clearly put a  great deal of effort into re -creating a medieval 
royal palace, with richly -coloured wall hangings, furniture and furnishings in the 

banqueting hall and bedchambers. There was a lot to look at and although there 
was a purposeful absence of information pane ls, I was entranced . 
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In the Great Tower  (photo by Alan Santillo)  

 

 
Sumptuous  (photo by Alan Santillo)  

 

On the second floor, there was a chapel dedicated to Thomas Becket . He had been 

the Archbishop of Canterbury from 1162, until in 1170 he had been most brutally 
slaughtered in front of the altar at Canterbury Cathedral ,  by four of King Henry 

II's household knights. I t' s largely considered  that  in order to counter a growin g 
cult dedicated to the martyred Thomas, King Henry II had strategically invested 
in the chapel with its richly decorated stonework.  I t was a lovely chapel occupying 

a secluded space, although a little too dark for a photo to do it justice.  
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Despite the pro minent sumptuousness of the grander rooms, there were plenty of 
furnished 'working rooms' to show how this had been a fully - functioning castle. I 

was also delighted to spot graffiti on the stone walls. It seemed to vary in style, 
typically consisting of names and dates, but there were other areas of intriguing 

patterns and shapes. Some of it was deeply cut into the wall, with the majority of 
it dating to the 1700s, when the keep had been used as a military prison.  
 

 
Graffiti  

  

Then there were the medieval tunnels . After a long siege in 1216 -1217 when 
Dover Castle had barely managed to withstand invaders, the tunnels had been 

built to improve its defence capabilities. Today, though, as we attempted to 
explore their dank eeriness windi ng through the castle bedrock, we seemed to be 

assailed by group after group of swarming schoolchildren.  
 
I genuinely think it's marvellous for children to visit places that will greatly aid 

their learning, but sometimes it can be to the detriment of adult  paying visitors 
who might have travelled a long way (like us) and who will never come this far 

again. The noise they generate is one thing, but  sometimes  the lack of respect 
they show for others/elders, especially in places like castles with uneven floors  
and winding staircases, can frankly be dangerous.  

 
However, it was time to ascend to the top of the tower and gaze through the 

crenellations upon extensive views of the Dover once so familiar to us , both inland 
to the sprawling town and seaward towards th e harbour and beyond . I t was up 
here that a group of eight or so teenage Germans were so rude, by pushing in to 

where we were already standing. There was also an incident with a pusher -past 
while we wait ed patiently in a short queue to descend the narrow s tairway safely, 

after a group of people had come up. I was losing faith in human decency é 
 
By then it was lunchtime, so we took our somewhat disgruntled selves back to the 

Great Tower Café that was fairly crowded, but still pleasant enough to sit in and 
share a cheese toastie and a granary roll, together with a cold drink. We didn't 

linger, though, as we were raring to visit the famous secret war tunnels that had 
opened to the public for the first time in 2015.  
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When England had deemed itself under threat of French invasion from  Napoleon, 
with Dover a highly likely target, one solution had been to dig tunnels in the chalky 

cliffs at Dover Castle. This was achieved by 1803, when underground barracks 
there housed up  to 2,000 officers and soldiers. The threat failed to materialise  at 

that time , but 135 years later there was another threat of invasion from Nazi 
Germany and this time the tunnels were utilised to great effect.  
 

By May 1940, the entire British Expeditiona ry Force had become  trapped at 
Dunkirk in northern France in mortal danger and the responsibility for bringing the 

stranded soldiers home to England fell to the head of Dover Naval Command, from 
where it was based in the old tunnels. Operation Dynamo was thus born and over 
the course of only  nine days, around 338,000 soldiers in Royal Naval vessels and 

the famous flotilla of civilian boats were delivered home safely to England , in what 
must have seemed no less than a mini -miracle . 

 
It was a fairly steep wal k down to the tunnels, where we joined  an already - formed  
queue for the next guided tour. We were in a group with some New Zealand people 

from a cruise ship and they were so friendly and polite that it quite restored my 
faith in human nature. After a cloudy  morning, the sun was beginning to mak e an 

appearance and it was becoming hot, so I was glad when after about a 25 -minute 
wait, we finally entered the cool dimness of the tunnels.  

 
No photography was allowed, as w e were led  into  specific rooms with in the 
tunnels, several in which we sat down and watched a short film of wartime footage. 

Some rooms were kitted out the way they would have been, bringing  it all to life, 
especially with the wartime narrative in the background. The staff must have been 

working on  adrenaline, eating and sleeping in the tunnels and completing 24 -  or 
36 -hour shifts in dim lighting conditions whil st  under intense pressure.  
 

The tour lasted for about 45 minutes and we enjoyed it so much that we decided 
to join the queue for the nearby underground hospital tunnels straight away. It 

was even hotter standing there this time for about 20 minutes, but once again, it 
was well worth the wait. We were led to various tunnels that had been used for 
injured personnel and the narrative this time was the story of an injured army 

man on his journey through the hospital system.  
 

There were stretchers, medical supply cupboards, wards with bunk beds and an 
operating theatre, as well as sleeping and eating facilities. During the tour, there 
was an 'air raid' with  lights flashing on and off to simulate the experience . There 

were relevant odours to conjure up cooking and also in the operating theatre , after 
a warning that anyone who felt uneasy or faint in the operating theatre should tell 

the guide  ï presumably t his has happened in the past . 
 
A concluding talk from the guide gave us some interesting facts, including how  

there were 3½ miles of interconnecting tunnels; there were originally ten wards 
and two operating theatres, but as the need for the h ospital lessened after 

Dunkirk, there were just two wards and one operating theatre; and for a few 
months after the war, the tunnels had been used as a maternity hospital .  We were 
finally told we had to climb 75 steps to the exit é 

 
We were tiring by the ti me we re -emerged into the sunlight, but still had enough 

energy to go and  see an Admiralty command look -out post on the cliff - top nearby.  
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From here there was a wonderful view of the harbour and beyond, which was a  
perfect place for look -outs to monitor the  huge  volume of shipping  during the 

evacuation. There was so much  sea traffic  that usual  harbour procedures were 
abandoned  and  vessels had to make  their own way as best they could.  

 
We hadn't finished with the visit, but were in dire need of refreshment, s o walked 
back to the castle, passing under Colton's Tower and stopping to take a photo :  

 

 
Colton's Tower  

 

This was the place  through which Roman and Saxon (and also possibly Iron Age) 

predecessors had once entered the castle. It now stands proudly  displ aying  its  
ancient looking octagonal turret, but has undergone a lot of alteration over the 

centuries and its arch now apparently has an Edwardian look. To be honest, I 'm 
not entirely sure I would have notice d, I simply admired it anyway . 
 

At the now almost empty Great Tower Café, we sat inside for the third time and 
enjoyed a  hot drink with  some appropriately fortifying chocolatey flapjack, which 

gave us an instant energ y boost.  I was intrigued  in what we were about to see, 
which I'd previously had no inkling was to be found at Dover Castle until I'd looked 
at the information leaflet  we'd been given  on arrival .  

 
There was an eight -sided Roman lighthous e ï or p haros  ï standing o n the highest 

part of Castle Hill, which would once have guided Roman ships into the harbour 
below. It was originally one of a pair built in around 46 -50 AD. Nowadays it's one 
of only three surviving lighthouses from the entire Roman Empire an d the most 

complete standing Roman building in England . I couldn't quite believe we'd  never 
heard of it before  and was delighted at this unexpected find . 
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Very close beside it stands the church of St -Mary - in -Castro, originally known to 
be the site of a Roma n building that most likely had an association with the 

manning of the pharos. The c hurch and lighthouse have an intimate connection 
(not only in proximity) as tiles from the Roman pharos were later re -used in the 

church , built circa 1000 AD in the late Sa xon period . L ater in the mid -13 th  century, 
the pharos was connected to the church by a short passage and used as a bell 
tower.  I'm not sure if that's sacrilege, or purely practical.  

 
As we approached the church and lighthouse, the red brick and pale stone of the 

church, with the unusual shape of the ancient lighthouse , was a rare sight indeed:  
 

 
Old church and ancient lighthouse  

 

We first entered the church, which has seen a number of  changes over the years. 
In  1226, King Henry III instructed that  the church be repaired and updated, which 
included adding three new altars and becoming a repository of sacred relics.  

 

 
St - Mary - in - Castro Church  (photo by Alan Santillo)  
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Today, several  visitors were milling around the interior, despite the  absence of 
re lics  (although I was feeling a little decrepit) .  The building had been  restored 

again in 1582, but by the 17 th  century  it was sadly falling into decay. In 1780 it 
was being utilised as  a cooperage and storehouse, but it collapsed in 1801 and by 

1808 had en ded up as  a coal store. After this ignominious decline, it was finally 
restored to its original purpose in the later 19 th  century.  
 

As a church, it had always served the local army barracks and the army link had 
been  obvious as soon as we 'd  stepped inside. It was used as the Dover garrison 

church until 2014 and is still a place of worship. I have to confess that encroaching 
fatigue  mea nt I  failed to take as much notice of everything as I would have liked , 
but I do remember it was unusual  and  pretty and felt very peaceful.  

 
The sky was still blue when we left the church to investigate  the lighthouse  more 

closely . It stands at nearly 52 feet/15.8 metres high and is 40 f eet/12.2 m etres  
at its base. Peering curiously inside, the cool interior was basically a large hollow 
space, with evidence of five Roman levels that originally had a floor or balcony.  

 
According to Roman historian s, it may originally have been eight levels high. It 

was astonishing to imagine a beacon of fire burn ing  at the top of the pharos each 
night, to guide Roman shipping safely into harbour.  Respect to the Romans . 

 
By then, it was 16:15 and time for us to navigate our way safely back to our 
accommodation . After a brief foray in the imaginatively stocked gift shop, where 

I may have made a purchase or two, we bade a fond farewell to Dover Castle, 
after having been ther e for a creditable 5½ hours.  I was so glad we'd made it 

inside the castle grounds at last and it had been a much fuller experience than I'd 
imagined, with the tunnels, lighthouse and church.  
 

Unfortunately, the journey back was bordering on horrendous, bes et with traffic 
problems, including the M2 closed between two junctions and an accident on the 

M20 that had knock -on effects all over the place. I suppose it was a case of no 
pain, no gain  ï but we  were so glad to arrive at Little Melrose!  
 

 
Farewell Dove r Castle  
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Wednesday 10 th  July  -  Day 5  
We awoke to another sky of fairly dense white cloud , but  it was warm with a 

reasonable forecast, so we decided to have a restful, quiet garden day . The chosen 
site was  Sissinghurst Castle Garden, previously rushed through in 1982 courtesy 

of my father - in - law. I was looking forward to a mindful  and appreciative wander 
around such an acclaimed garden, as befits a couple of mature years, who over 
the last couple of decades  have developed a real passion for gardens!  

 
It took us 25 minutes or so on roads that were much  quieter than yesterday  ï if 

not bumpier and winding, which can be highly unnerving when driving around a 
bend to come face to face with a lorry coming the othe r way. The garden itself 
wasn't open until 11:00, but the grounds and café were open at 10:00, so we 

passed the time with  a cappuccino and a  walk around  the grounds.  
 

I already knew a fair bit about Sissinghurst from television , as well as from  books 
by an d about Vita Sackville -West (1892 -1962), but there was  a lot more to 
discover. Vita and her husband Harold Nicolson (1886 -1968) , a  diplomat, author 

and politician, had purchased Sissinghurst in 1930. They had together set about 
renovating the house and garden into what has ended up as one of the National 

Trust's most visited sites and a garden of worldwide renown, as well as still be ing 
a working farm, with sheep, cattle and pigs.  

 
We first ly  walked to the boathouse and along the moat, part of which is all that 
remains of the original house. The sky was trying to clear with partial success, so 

we retraced our steps to the farmyard, wh ere oast houses created a typical Kentish 
scene, alongside a large barn. This was the Elizabethan barn, made of Tudor brick 

and with a clay tile roof, once used as a hospital for French prisoners who were 
held at Sissinghurst in the Seven Years' War (1756 -1763).  
 

 
The Elizabethan barn  (photo by Alan Santillo)  

 

I liked the  wildflower planting in that  area  and tried  in vain to take a good enough 
photo, but  gave up when I saw it was 11:00 and time to enter the revered garden. 

What first caught my eye , though,  was the building, especially the red brick 
Elizabethan tower with its two octagonal turrets and its fascinating history.  
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The earliest owners are recorded as being the de Saxinhersts in the 12 th  century, 
with 'hurst' being a Saxon term for an enclosed wood . At some point ,  it 's likely 

that a n originally  timber -constructed dwelling was later updated to a brick manor 
and by the end of the 13 th  century, the estate belonged to the de Berhams.  King 

Edward I is thought to have stayed there  in 1305  and in  1490, the de Berham  
family  sold the manor to Thomas Baker of Cranbrook . O ver the following decades, 
many additions and improvements were made . The famous tower was added  in 

the 1560s and in 1573,  Queen Elizabeth I was entertained at Sissinghurst.  
 

The property fell into decline after the English Civil War (1642 -1651) and by the 
time of the Seven Years' War, it was reduced to a prisoner  of  war camp. In  around 
1800, the Mann family purchased  the estate and much of the Elizabethan house 

was demolished, with its brick and stone being re -used throughout the area. The 
remaining buildings became  a workhouse and by the 20 th  century, it was  a 

farmstead housing farm labourers. It was put up for sale in 1928 for £12,000 .  
 
It received no offers for two years , but i n 1930, Vita saw  the property and  

recognised its potential, despite what she described as "squalor and slovenly 
disorder everywhere." She and Harold purchased the 450 acres of Sissinghurst for 

£12,375, using only Vita's money. Apart from the house with no electricity, drains 
or running wat er, along with the garden in complete disarray, the site also 

consisted of four buildings of mellow brick, part of a moat and some fine walls.   
 
Harold and Vita set about creating their home, deal ing  with  ground clearance that 

took  almost three years. Haro ld planned the garden design, while Vita took charge 
of  the planting.  Apart from the White Garden, the  greater part of the garden was 

complete d by 1939. It  first opened to the public for two days in mid -1938 , after 
which o pening hours gradually increased, with visitors placing a shilling in a bowl 
at the gate. Harold was less keen on their visitors than Vita, who despite her love 

of privacy, came to enjoy meeting the "shillingses", as the visitors were  known.  
 

Since it was soon after opening, we made our wa y to the tower and ascended the 
78 steps to the top, to gaze out at the bird's -eye view of the scene below:  
 

 
View from the tower (photo by Alan Santillo)  
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Also  of interest in the tower was graffiti drawn by French prisoners in the mid -18 th  
century. I enjoyed peering into Vita's private sanctuary and writing room , found 

off the wooden spiral staircase  and  still furnished and arranged as it had been  
while she was alive.  Vita had once confided in her mother that she would like to 

live alone in  a tower with her books, which  turned into a reality after the start of 
World War II . She would sp end much of her time writing novels in the tower , as 
well as  creating the wonderful garden , so  her ambition was substantially realised.  

 
In  another room off t he staircase , was an exhibition about the marriage of Vita 

and Harold, who were quite an unconventional couple. They married in 1913, but 
both pursued multiple, mainly same -gender affairs, with each other's consent. 
Their marriage lasted for 50 years and seemed to suit them both, so it was 

successful  by definition . Even Sissinghurst  estate buildings were used unusually , 
with different areas designated for different rooms and family members.  

 
World War II saw changes at Sissinghurst farm, one of them be ing the presence 
of the Women's Land Army to help with ongoing farm tasks, such as milking the 

shorthorn dairy herd. Vita herself became involved in the welfare and organisation 
of the Women's Land Army in Kent. She and Harold also witnessed much of the 

Battle of Britain, fought mainly over the Channel and the fields nearby . 
 

However, there were no battles today as we walk ed around the garden. Vita and 
Harold had wanted a formal structure with extensive views, as well as a sense of 
privacy and intimacy. The garden was thus divided into separate enclosures, such 

as the Rose Garden, the Orchard, the Cottage Garden, the Nuttery and the famous 
White Garden. I'm not sure in what order we walked, but I didn't care!  

 

 
The White Garden under a pale blue sky  
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A hin t of pink adds to the whiteness  

 

What I remember most of all was the enveloping sense of other -worldly beauty as 

soon as I stepped inside the White Garden. It was far more than just an array of 
white planting, it was like a three -dimensional experience of clarity and soul. Yes, 
the garden  had soul! It was even more astonishing because a white garden had 

previously sounded so boring to me. For sure there were shades of silver, grey 
and cream amongst hints of pink and peach, but the overall effect was definitely 

white and walking through the  garden on narrow pathways between tall clumps 
and mounds was exhilarating. I simply didn't want to leave .  

 

However, it was midday and time to fortify the body , since  the garden had fortified 
the soul . We left the garden to seek out lunch in a restaurant that had been the 

old granary, where we managed to sit by a window that looked out on some 
wildflower planting. Even though the restaurant was already rather  crowded and 
it felt hot, some home -made pea and mint soup with granary bread was all that 

we neede d to feel pleasantly revitalised.  
 

Continuing  with the Sackville -West story, Vita died at her beloved Sissinghurst in 
1962. Harold was devastated and it was said that he lived there unhappily  until 
his own death in 1968. Their son Nigel had inherited Sissi nghurst after Vita's death 

and disliking the separate buildings used for accommodation, he went ahead and 
built a large family home, where he lived until his death in 2004.  I n 1967 , 

however,  he had transferred Sissinghurst to the National Trust. Nigel's so n and 
his wife thereafter sought to transform the Sissinghurst estate into a productive 
mixed farm, producing meat, fruit, vegetables and cereal for the National Trust 

restaurant. That soup had been most excellent !  
 

After lunch, we returned  to the gazebo w e'd espied earlier, perched on the corner 
of the moat. This singular  construction  had been built in 1969 by Nigel and his 
brother Benedict, as a memorial to their father, Harold Nicolson. Nigel had used it 

as a private summer office, where he could sit at his desk and gaze across the 
water. Today the scene was set with books, papers an d a typewriter. I was 

intrigued to learn it was where Nigel had written about his parents in his book, 
Portrait of a Marriage , which I 'd read almost 30 years ago.  
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The writing gazebo on the moat  (photo by Alan Santillo)  

 

Reluctant to leave the peaceful Si ssinghurst ambience, we returned to the garden 

and enjoyed more flower photography, whil e meandering happily amongst the 
beds. A final look inside the sitting room of the house that was open to the public 
more or less brought our visit to a close , apart fr om a  quick inspection of the gift 

shop , which  had formerly be en the piggery.  
 

There was no doubt that  I loved Sissinghurst . I t had truly touched my gardener's 
heart . As we drove back to Little Melrose , I wondered on a more mundane level if 
I could include Sissinghurst Castle Garden, to give it its full title, into my list of 

visited  castles . It appears that those French sailors, imprisoned in the tower, had 
named it 'le chateau' and their nickname had s tuck. Fair enough, but it didn't 

matter . I'd s een the White Garden  and  was one happy gardener . 
 
Thursday 11 th  July  -  Day 6  

A silly habit seems to be developing, of falling asleep in front of the television and 
then not being able to sleep for a long time w hen in bed. However, this is a minor 

complaint, along with the flush that this morning  resembl ed a clamorous yak with  
nasal complications . Therefore,  when we saw a modicum of sunshine, we girded 
our bits and pieces to tick off another 'biggie' on our list,  namely Leeds Castle.  

 
I'd actually managed to research the history of this significant building before our 

visit and although we had to pay a  rather steep  entrance fee of £24 each, the 
castle was both historically important and only about 25 minutes away.  I thus 
made sandwiches for a picnic lunch, while the sky sulkily reverted to its customary 

thick white cloud, although  there were still some reluctant patches of blue showing 
through . Regardless of the cloud situation, it seemed very warm.  

 
We left at 09:15 in case the traffic was problematic , but it wasn't .  The ticket office 
wasn't open until 10:00, so we had a small wait. Quite a few people were already 

there and after paying a call  at a decided ly malodorous toilet, we were allowed in. 
The fee paying was smooth, although I wonder ed why our photos had  to be taken. 

It turns out it was for the "sole purpose of ensuring the validity of tickets on 
presentation" , although  it d id  feel ever so slightly intrusive.  
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As it happened , we were simply pleased to be there . We were soon enjoying  an 
unhurried walk of 10 minutes or so along to the castle itself, on a path amid 

verdant trees, a lake, a picturesque red bridge, flower beds in the distance a nd 
hundreds of birds. Really, hundreds of birds, in and out of the lake  ï swans, geese, 

ducks, pigeons  ï eek! The ornithophobia was alive and flapping its wings as I was 
forced to pick my way gingerly amongst feathers underfoot. There were also black 
swans , because the last owner of the castle had been ex ceptionally  fond of birds é 

 
As we approached, the castle looked majestically  handsome rising up from its 

large, surrounding moat. Since it was still a little before its opening time of 10:30, 
we decided to walk on to the nearby café for a cappuccino  and a shared slice of 
cake , before returning to take that sought -after but elusive photo of the castle  

before hundreds of tourists wandered around en masse :  
 

 
Handsome Leeds Castle (photo by Alan Santillo)  

  

It happened to be Leeds Castle's 900 th  anniversary, as the first stone castle had 
been constructed  in 1119  ï although a  Saxon chief called Led had apparently built 

a wooden structure on two islands in a lake as far back as the 9 th  century. If this 
was indeed so and Led's wooden structure had been erected in 819, should  it  
perhaps  have been Leeds Castle's 1200 th  anniversary ?  

 
The 1086 Domesday Book had  listed a manor on the site, after which the stone 

castle of 1119 acted as a Norman stronghold, naturally using  the rocky outcrops 
that formed the two islands. The main fortification of the keep was on the smaller 
island, with the bailey and its more domes tic buildings on the larger island. A 

drawbridge linked the islands, to  protect the keep when necessary.  
 

In 1278, major improvements were made when the castle  became a royal palace 
for King Edward I and his queen, Eleanor of Castile. The barbican was cons tructed 
of three parts, each having its own entrance, gateway, drawbridge and portcullis. 

The building on the smaller island was developed into a keep, incorporating the 
great hall and apartments for the king and queen. It was known  as the 'gloriette', 

con sidered a Spanish term in honour of the queen.  Alternatively the term may 
derive from the 12th -century French 'gloire' meaning 'little room'.  
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Soon after we entered the castle grounds, we paid £3.25 each to hire an audio 
guide and although this was turning into quite an expensive visit (and English 

Heritage charge nothing for their audio guides), I was glad to pay up and take 
advantage of all the extra information  it gave . 

 

 
L- R: new castle, bridge corridors, clock tower & keep/gloriette  

 

The tour took us around to where bridge corridors allowed direct access between 

the new castle built in 1822 and the gloriette that sat gracefully upon the lake. I 
regret to say that I found myself thinking how  the word  'gloriette' sounded rather 
unfortuna tely  like some sort of medieval toilet facility .  

 
However,  the audio guide swiftly moved us on (as well as the other visitors 

following behind  us) and we entered  the atmospherically dank and uneven Norman 
cellar, which is the earliest part of the castle da ting from the early 12 th  century.  
 

Cellars were naturally very important for storing certain items during long periods 
of siege, including dried or salted meat, fruit, firewood and straw. Another 

necessity was wax , which  had to be kept cool and dry in orde r to make candles t o 
provide  the castle rooms with light at night . I'd never considered  the importance 
of wax before  ï the s maller details of history are so fascinating. Large barrels were 

used to store  wine and beer , which was no doubt another necessity . Wine for 
current castle events is still stored in the cellar to  date . 

 
Leeds Castle has been referred to as both "the loveliest castle in the world" and 
"the castle of queens and queen of castles." I'm not at all sure about the first title, 

cons idering the number of other iconic and exceptionally handsome castles in 
existence, but the second title is one that  has factual  roots in history, having been 

home to several medieval queens.  
 
After Eleanor of Castile died in 1290, King Edward I married Ma rgaret, who was 

the daughter of King Philip III of France . He  granted her Leeds C astle, which from 
then  on formed part of the dower of several kings of England.  However, King 

Edward II's wife , Queen Isabella , came into ownership of the castle by a somewhat  
stormy route, retaining it until her death in 1358.  



26 
 

Kay Santillo, 2019.  

As for  King Edward III , he  decided for some reason not to  grant the castle to his 
queen, Philippa of Hainault, although  King Richard II did grant it in 1382 to his 

queen, Anne of Bohemia. His son, King H enry IV, in turn gave the castle to his 
queen, Joan of Navarre, who subsequently gave the castle to the Archbishop of 

Canterbury (odd) and was later accused of witchcraft by her stepson, King Henry 
V (odder still) . As well as becoming decidedly confusing, i t was beginning to sound  
like a script for Evil Medieval Kingenders . 

 
When King Henry V died in France from dysentery in 1422, he bequeathed Leeds 

Castle to his young queen, Catherine de Valois. She was the youngest daughter 
of King Charles VI of France and the mother of the infant King Henry VI. Although  
a dowager queen, Catherine engaged in  a longstanding  relationship w ith the 

infamous Welshman Owen Tudor  (Owain ap Maredudd ap Tudur in Welsh) , who 
had originally been  employed by King Henry V in the royal household  and was 

afterwards  appointed Clerk of the Wardrobe by Catherine herself .  
 
She was warned of the folly of suc h an affair, but paid no heed. T here also seems 

to be no evidence that they actually married, but their son was Henry Tudor, who 
eventually became King Henry VII in 1485  and began  the Tudor period . Catherine, 

incidentally, owned Leeds Castle until her death in 1437.  
 

All this history was confusing, but the rooms that we were being audially guided 
around were beautifully furnished to give an excellent impression of how they 
would have looked. The Queen's Room was elegantly colourful with damask wall 

hang ings and bed draperies incorporating the monogram HC, entwined with a 
lover's knot, to represent the marriage of King Henry V and Catherine de Valois in 

1420  ï there w as even an adjoining bathroom.  
 

 
The Queen's Room (photo by Alan Santillo)  

 

The Queen's Gallery was also impressive with a rather more practical look. The 

fireplace dated from King Henry VIII's era, with his and Catherine of Aragon's 
heraldic arms carved in each corner of the stonework. Four marble busts of Henry 

and his three children (Edwar d VI, Mary I and Elizabeth I) were prominently 
displayed, dating from around the mid -16 th  century.  
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The ceiling beams were also noteworthy, carved with unusual designs of grapes 
and serpents. I would have liked to scrutinise them more closely, but  the number 

of visitors passing through the rooms had steadily increased . This also meant it 
was proving somewhat tricky to take a photo of a historic room without a visitor 

in brightly modern clothing suddenly appearing in a doorway!  
 
I had a little more photographic success in Henry VIII's impressive Banqueting 

Hall, which is the largest room in the castle. He was probably the castle's most 
notoriously famous owner, who proceeded to transform it from a n original ly  

fortified stronghold to a royal palace fo r his first wife, Catherine of Aragon.  
 
The maiden's tower was built in about  1544 , in order to house the queen's maids 

of honour, one of whom was Anne Boleyn from nearby Hever Castle. I feel sorry 
for Catherine , who seemed to be a victim of dynastic ideal s and ambitious power . 

 
Henry VIII visited the castle often, staying there en route to Dover in 1520 for his 
famous meeting with Francis I of France at the Field of the Cloth of Gold. 

Apparently, the painting commemorating that momentous occasion hangs at 
Leeds Castle, but to my disappointment and chagrin, I failed either to find it or 

even to notice it. However, the remarkable tapestry from the early 16 th  century 
was hard to miss, even though I'm not particularly fond of tapestries.  

 

 
Henry VIII's Banqueting Hall with its Tudor tapestry  

 

Queen Elizabeth I (1533 -1603) was held prisoner at the castle for a short while 
before  she was  proclaimed Queen of England , but after almost 30 years of royal 

ownership, Leeds Castle was granted in 1552 to Sir Antho ny Leger for an annual 
rental of £10. This was in recognition of his services to King Edward VI (who died 

in 1553 age 15) in subjugating the uprising in Ireland . 
 
The castle changed ownership many times throughout  the next two centuries, 

thankfully managin g to escape destruction during the English Civil War (1642 -
1651) because its owner at the time, with the glorious name of Sir Cheney 

Culpeper, was a Parliamentarian. This was indeed fortunate (for the castle at least) 
because other members of the Culpeper family happened to be  Royalists.  
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However, t he castle  did suffer significant damage during the 1660s, when Lord 
Culpeper leased it to the government as a place of detention for Dutch and French 

prisoners of war. The y were kept in the gloriette  (a disaster waiting to happen) 
and proceeded to set  it on fire. The damage was severe and the gloriette had 

partially collapsed before the next major building programme in 1822 . 
 
More owners and more improvements followed, until the castle belonged to 

Fiennes Wykeham Martin (another stand -out name) . Apart from repairing the 
gloriette, he demolished the main house  and had replaced  it by  1823 with the 

Tudor style one as it appears today. More lands were acquired over the years, 
with Leeds beco ming one of the largest private estates in Kent. In 1926, the castle 
became the property of its last private owner, the Honourable Olive Paget, an 

American heiress, who became Lady Baillie after her third marriage.  
 

Extensive interior and exterior alterati ons ensued, in the style of a mainly medieval 
castle with shades of Gothic fantasy. Later alterations, however, were more 
inclined to grand interiors in the French style  (with a lot of birds) . During the 

1930s, Leeds Castle was known as one of England's gr eat country houses , offering  
hospitality to  film stars, European royalty and leading statesmen.  I wonder if any 

of them suffered from ornithophobia?  
 

During the early part of World War II, although Lady Baillie did her best to continue 
with life as she kne w it, the castle was part -used as a hospital. Many Dunkirk 
survivors found themselves at Leeds Castle and it was also used as a recovery 

centre for severely burned airmen. It must have been an incredible culture shock , 
both for Lady Baillie and the patient s. After the war, Lady Baillie continued interior 

improvements, including a new dining room and library.  
 
On her death in 1974, Lady Baillie left the castle and its grounds to a private 

charitable trust known as the Leeds Castle Foundation, with the aim of  preserving 
the  site for future generations to enjoy . I ts first public opening was in 1976. I was 

definitely enjoying the visit , but I have to  confess to overload by the time the tour 
had progressed to the upper floor , with the boardroom, seminar room and Lady 
Baillie's rooms. They were interesting, very interesting , but for some reason earlier 

history fascinates me at a much deeper level.  
 

Lady Baillie was known as a private person who shunned publicity and for tha t , I 
liked her. However, her love of birds  was something I couldn't share, especially 
when we left the castle to find a place outside for eating our picnic lunch. The sky 

was mostly blue and it was quite  hot as we found a shady spot under a tree on a 
grassy bank, with a serene  view. However, it qu ickly became obvious that we were 

the focus of attention of many birds. They weren't big or aggressive like seagulls, 
but they were mostly black and an increasing number of them approached as each 
minute passed, pacing the grass around us.  

 
I tried to be c alm, but found it necessary to stand up while I ate my sandwich, so 

that I was ready to take flight at any given moment (which sounds pleasingly 
ironic). My packet of crisps was secreted in my bag, while I dipped into it in a 
ridiculously surreptitious man ner, defying the marauding birds. It wasn't the best 

of lunchtimes and it wasn't a patch on Hever Castle ï but the view was magnificent 
and just about worth the bird - inspired adrenaline :  
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Our  serene  lunchtime view (without birds)  

 

In order to find some tranquillity, we decided to mosey along to the garden area 

and down some steps into what is nowadays called Lady Baillie's Mediterranean -
style garden. It had once been the site of her aviary, but to my  relief  it was now 
a terraced delight, designed by the landscape architect Christopher Carter and 

opened in 1999. It would have been perfect for a quiet lunchtime , with many 
secluded places in which to sit and eat amongst the flowers, while looking out at 

the idyllic  scene. Hindsight is a wonderful thing é 
 

 
View  from a terrace to the Great Water  

 

We stroll ed along the terraces admir ing  colourful planting that hinted at the sub -
tropical, with banana trees, big cacti and plant s not normally seen in the UK. The 
terraces led down to a lake known as the Great Water, along which the Black Swan 

ferry took visitors from the castle drive to the maze and play areas . I f I'd had 
more energy (and maybe  a grandchild in tow), I would have in vestigated the maze 

with its exit via a grotto, but as it was, I was loving the terraces.  
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Suitably relaxed, we returned up the steps to the Culpeper Garden, occupying the 
site of the castle's kitchen garden. It had been transformed into a large cottage 

garden in 1980 by the landscape gardener Russell Page, taking its name from the 
family who owned the castle in the 17 th  century. It was hot and it was stunning, 

with an abundance of beautiful hollyhocks, which lifted the soul  ï as well as  the 
temperature, as the sun was full -on by then . 
 

 
Hollyhocks!  

 

It was a wonderful end to the visit and it's  no surprise  that visitors come from all 
around the world  to take in such a prominent place of English history . It  felt  special 

ï quite expensive, but so special that a retrospective guide book was purchased!  
 

Friday 12 th  July  ï Day 7  
After a fairly hectic week, we wanted  a more easy -going day and decided on a 
National Trust 14 th -century moated manor house. After a final flush ing  of the now 

familiar honking herbivore , we departed in intermittent sunshine for a 25 -minute 
drive along mostly bumpy, winding roads , to which we were now  accustomed . 

 
The sudden appearance of the odd lorry and other badly driven vehicles careering 
towards us at s peed was alarming, so we were glad to arrive at Ightham Mote at 

10:00 , when the café and grounds opened an hour before the house  itself . 
 

A cappuccino and shared slice of cake  disappeared quickly  and we were soon 
walking down a fairly steep incline to where an  astonishing Tudor - type manor 
house was sitting  proudly within its moat. It was larger than expected and its 

importance was clear to see, having retained  most of its original features . Dating  
from around  1320 , it had been  built  with  Kentish ragstone and dull red brick  ï a 

brilliant example of how such houses would have appeared in the Middle Ages.  
 
Its earliest known owner was Sir Thomas Cawne, who was a prominent soldier in 

the Hundred Years War (1337 -1453) and knighted for his services. His son Robert 
inherited the property, but was sent to the Tower of London for attempting to kill 

his wife by throwing her into a well. He was eventually pardoned, but little is 
known of him afterwards. Maybe somebody threw him into a well?  
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Ightham Mote within its moat (photo by Alan Santillo)  

 

After his death, h is sister Alice inherited Ightham Mote , which passed to Nicholas 

Haute upon her  marri age to  him. Nicholas held important offices in the county and 
the king's service, in due course becoming the Sheriff of Kent and an MP. The 
property was then inherited by their  son William, whose second wife was Joan 

Woodville, aunt to Elizabeth Woodville, who was the wife of King Edward IV and 
who became queen consort of England in 146 4. 

 
William and Joan's  son Richard inherited Ightham Mote, greatly enlarging and 
improving the house. Being  the cousin of Elizabeth Woodville  and his subsequent 

importance in the co unty and at court, he  turned Ightham Mote into a fashionable 
home  as befitted his status , with inner and outer courtyards, reception rooms and 

high -quality guest accommodation. His estates were seized in 1483 when  he was 
accused of rebellion, but were later returned in 1485 when he was pardoned.  
 

Richard's brother Edward inherited the property in 1487 , but  managed to  amass 
large debts  that  resulted in him having  to sell  the family  home . Richard Clement, 

a self -made man with influential friends, then purchased Ightham Mote for £400 
in 1521 . He remained the owner until his death in 1538, earning himself a 
reputation for leading a colourful life , which included two wives, at least two 

mistresses, three illegitimate children and a career in the royal court .  
 

He was an ambitious man and by  1529 had been knighted by King Henry VIII.  In 
the 152 0s, he  instigated a lot of building work at Ightham Mote , including stained -
glass windows and a striking Tudor chapel with a wooden barrel roof, painted with 

Tudor roses and symbols representing Catherine of Aragon. His allegiance to 
Henry VIII was clear , as he was present at  Anne Boleyn's coronation  in 1533, but 

he also had a hand in her demise in 1536. However, his allegiance and romantic 
meanderings came to no avail, as his own demise  came a mere two years later . 
 

The Selby family were the next known owners of Ightham Mote , from 1591 to 
1889. Dame Dorothy Selby was a lady - in -waiting to Queen Elizabeth I, while her 

husband Sir William was one of the first officials to welcome James Stuart 
(originally spelt Stewart) to En gland as the new king  in 1603 . 


