
Chairman’s Introduction 
I am sure you will enjoy reading the articles in this year‟s Newsletter. We have a fine line up of speakers for 
the new season and in addition you can find an outline of other events; a Spring Walk, a Diamond Jubilee 
Exhibition and a Summer Outing. Elsewhere you can hear how our archive and book collections are coming 
on, read an account of the recent outing to the Frogmore Paper Mill and memories of a visit to the Festival of 
Britain. Then there are stories about a well-travelled painting, a far-travelled marine, and a brief tribute to the 
endeavours of local census enumerators. I will conclude by expressing my appreciation to Barry Warr, who is 
stepping down shortly as Secretary, for all his endeavours for the Group. I would also like to thank the rest of 
the Committee for all their hard work, and all those Members who have volunteered at meetings. With over 80 
members the Local History Group goes from strength to strength so please do encourage anyone you know to 
join you in coming along. I look forward to seeing everyone at our new season of meetings. 

Chris Brown

The Summer Outing to Frogmore Paper Mill

On Sunday 31st of July, which was one of the best 
days for sunny weather for the whole month, 26 
members and friends abandoned their gardening 
duties to wander around a decrepit old factory… 
and very interesting it was too! Although it might 
be an old factory, the development of the site since 
2000 as a centre for innovation, learning and 
sustainability based around paper media is very 
impressive, as is the enthusiasm of the volunteers 
running “the Paper Trail”(www.thepapertrail.org.uk). 

We commenced 
with a brief slide 
show history of 
paper making and 
printing and how 
Apsley became the 
centre of “cutting 
edge” technology in 
the 19th century. 
Frogmore Mill has been around a long time; in the 
13th century a water mill was recorded on the site 
and it was probably used for flour milling for most 
of the intervening period into the 18th century.  

In the late 18th century the growth in trade and 
general wealth of Britain resulted in increasing 
demand for paper. Many existing water mills 
within easy reach of London became involved in 

the paper industry. Papermaking was first 
recorded at Frogmore in 1774, when paper was all 
made by hand. This was a slow, labour-intensive 
process; the papermaker dipped a mould into a vat 
of fibre and water, the water then being drained off 
and the resultant sheet of paper pressed and left to 
dry. The sheet size was limited to that of the hand 
held mould and apparently it was a one-man job, 
so it was also limited to the maximum weight of 
the mould and “stuff” that could be lifted flat out 
of the vat. The early papermakers did not seem 
particularly inventive in their names for the parts 
of the process: “crumble” the dried bleached fibre, 
“half stuff” and “stuff” the mixture of fibre and 
water, which can be as dilute as 10% fibre to 90% 
water. One of the important locational 
requirements of a paper mill is a source of clean 
water, the River Gade, which the mill is built over, 
is ideal, being a chalk stream running off the 
Chilterns.   

Our party of 26 were split into 2 groups, the first 
group took a break from papermaking education 
for a leisure cruise, all of 15 minutes down the 
River Gade and back again, then the second group 
took to the water, although apparently no-one 
fancied a swim. 

(continued on back page) 
 

Help at Meetings 

All the extra help we get at meetings is very welcome and always needed. Thank you very much to 
everyone who helped „behind the scenes‟ during the last season. Now we need to ask for volunteers for the 
new season starting in October, so please get in touch if you can come early and set out the chairs at the 
beginning of any of the meetings. Assistance with tidying up at the end is always very welcome too. 
The teams who helped with serving tea and coffee, and then did the washing up, merit a special 'thank you'. 
Of course, now I need some new volunteers. If you can help at the first meeting, please let me know. 

Paddy Thomas (01494 758460). 
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2011 – 2012 PROGRAMME  
produced by George Cobby 

FRIDAY, 7 OCTOBER  
8.00pm for 8.15pm 
Cholesbury Village Hall 

BYGONE IMPLEMENTS OF HOME AND FARM 
Sarah Oliver is a former NT steward and enthusiastic collector of rural bygones 

FRIDAY, 4 NOVEMBER  
8.00pm for 8.15pm 
St Leonards Parish Hall 

JOURNEY TO CHALGROVE FIELD 
Mike Payne is the Chairman of Princes Risborough Heritage Society 

FRIDAY, 2 DECEMBER  
8.00pm for 8.15pm 
St Leonards Parish Hall 

NELSON’S WOMEN 
Dr. Nick Slope is a naval historian, archaeologist & Editor of the Nelson Dispatch 

FRIDAY, 6 JANUARY  
8.00pm for 8.15pm 
St Leonards Parish Hall 

THE RISBOROUGH TO WATLINGTON RAILWAY 
Roger Fagg is the Chairman of the Icknield Railway Society 

FRIDAY, 3 FEBRUARY  
8.00pm for 8.15pm 
St Leonards Parish Hall 

A WIGGINTON SNAPSHOT 
Richard Tregoning is Chairman of Wigginton History Society 

FRIDAY, 2 MARCH  
8.00pm for 8.15pm 
St Leonards Parish Hall 

EXPERIENCES OF A BUCKINGHAMSHIRE CORONER 
Rodney Corner is a former coroner for North Buckinghamshire and Milton Keynes 

* FRIDAY, 13 APRIL  
8.00pm for 8.15pm 
St Leonards Parish Hall 

FIRE AT WINDSOR CASTLE 
Richard Day is a former book restorer to HM the Queen  in the Royal Palaces 
*(Note the meeting is on the 2nd Friday of the month) 

FRIDAY, 4 MAY 
7.30pm sharp 
Cholesbury Village Hall 

AGM followed by TALK on  BOARSTALL TOWER  (See Summer Outing below) 

John Waller is a guide at Berkhamsted Castle and Boarstall Tower 

MEMBERSHIP:  ADULTS £8.00 pa. JUNIORS (those below the minimum school leaving age) FREE 
 VISITORS ALWAYS WELCOME: £3.00 PER MEETING 

Coffee, Tea and Biscuits are served and a collection is taken 

 
Local History Group Committee 

Chairman & Editor: 
Dep. Chair / Librarian: 
Treasurer: 
Archivist: 
Programme Secretary: 

Mr Chris Brown, Rays Hill Farm, Rays Hill, Braziers End, HP5 2UJ 
Mrs Paddy Thomas, Cherry Orchards, Cholesbury Common, HP23 6ND 
Mr Richard Leat, Leyland Barn, Bottom Road, St Leonards, HP23 6LJ 
Mrs Shirley Blomfield, Chambers Green Farm, St Leonards, HP23 6NP 
Mr George Cobby, 188 Amersham Way, Little Chalfont, HP6 6SF 

01494 758890 
01494 758460 
01494 758784 
01494 758314 
01494 762954 

 

Forthcoming Events for 2012 

Hastoe Walk & Talk 
Our former Chairman and Hastoe resident David Ridgwell has offered to put on a 
guided walk around Hastoe and talk about the hamlet next April. Finalised 
arrangements will be announced at meetings. 

Jubilee Exhibition 

We are planning to stage an exhibition on 4th June 2012 to coincide with the 
commemoration of the Queen‟s Diamond Jubilee. We are aiming to put on displays 
of photographs etc reflecting the memorable events that have taken place, both 
locally and nationally, during the Queen‟s 60-year reign. 

Summer Outing 
Associated with the Talk on Boarstall Tower at the May 2012 meeting, we are 
looking into having a Summer Outing involving a guided Tour of the Tower by 
John Waller. Details to follow. 



The Festival of Britain – an inspiration of genius 

Sixty years ago, the 
government of the day 
decided to 
commemorate the 
centenary of the Great 
Exhibition of 1851 with 
a Festival, running from 
May to September 1951. 
Unlike its predecessor, 
the Festival of Britain 
was conceived as a 
national, as opposed to 
an international 
exhibition, to serve as a 
tonic for the nation after 
more than five years of post-war austerity. It was 
by no means universally welcomed, but it did 
achieve its overall aim thanks to the ingenuity of its 
creators, artists and artisans of skill, foresight, and 
even humour. 

The Festival was celebrated throughout the 
country, but the principal Exhibition was held in 
London, on reclaimed derelict land on the South 
Bank of the Thames. Among the features were the 
Royal Festival Hall, the Dome of Discovery, the 
Skylon obelisk, and the imaginative renovation of 
the tower of a 19th century lead shot factory. As 
part of the celebrations, Battersea Park was 
transformed into a pleasure garden in the manner 
of the 18th century Vauxhall Gardens. 

It was a time of hope and, while reflecting on 
Britain‟s achievements in trade and industry, the 
emphasis was on modernity and the future, 
displaying the latest designs and inventions, not 
least for the amelioration of life, both at home, and 
at work. Many of these ideas were implemented in 
the Sixties, when refrigerators, washing machines, 
and television sets came to be considered standard 
equipment in the average home. In contrast, the 
massive use of concrete often lacked the flair and 
inspiration of the Fifties‟ designers. When the 
Conservatives were returned to power in 1952, 
Winston Churchill ordered the demolition of the 
site, “a symbol of socialism”. Today the shot tower 
would have been a listed building, but all that 
remains of that glorious summer of hope, foresight, 
and inspiration are a riverside walk and the Royal 
Festival Hall, a highly successful cultural venue 
and one of the best loved modern buildings in 
London. 

 

Memories of the Festival of Britain 

A mere glance at the site plan will reveal that 
several visits were necessary to take it all in. 
Unfortunately I went only once to the South Bank. I 
have forgotten what the entrance fee was, but 
visitors were encouraged to purchase a specially 
minted souvenir crown coin - 5 shillings. It came in 
a box for which a further sixpence was required. 
These minuscule sums today formed a sizeable 
slice of a weekly wage at that time! 

On entering, there was an immediate sense of 
space, then of modernity and good taste. You were 
made to feel that you really were a part of what 
had been achieved and what was to come: who 
wouldn‟t look forward to owning a refrigerator, 
washing machine and a TV set, albeit with a nine-
inch screen? It was a kind of museum that had 
exploded into the open air, revealing exhibits with 
busts of Victorian worthies keeping a watchful eye 
on you.  

Some time later I visited Battersea Park. To this day 
it remains the only funfair that I‟ve ever really 
enjoyed.  There was no kitsch, and the site was 
amazingly clean. 1951 was a turning point in my 
life. I not only won a coconut at the fair, but also 
the hand of a beautiful girl who had made those 
Festival visits perfect for me. 

George Cobby 

localhistorygroup@cholesbury.com 

If you would like to receive periodic updates and reminders of forthcoming LHG meetings and other events, 
please contact us on the above email or include your email address on your Membership Renewal Form. 



A Telephone Call from Dorset 

The Archivist‟s Report mentions that a painting of 
Cherry Orchards, Cholesbury, had been returned 
to the property. How did it get back? 

Unsolicited telephone calls are usually given short 
shrift at our house. Fortunately this one on the 15th 
March last year got a much better reception. 
Adrian Williams was calling from Wimbourne in 
Dorset. He had been sorting out his mother‟s 
belongings after her death and had found 
something which might be of interest to us. It was a 
small oil painting and the label on the back said it 
was Cherry Orchards at Cholesbury. With this 
information he had traced our name and number. 
We were indeed very interested and even more so 
when he said the artist was Tony Griffin whom we 
had known from the time we moved to the 
villages.  
 

 

The painting was given to Adrian‟s aunt, Winifred 
Thomson, when she married Ken Funnell in 
October 1939. Her family lived in Tring and the 
Griffins at that time lived in Shire Lane. The 
Thomsons must have visited them in Cholesbury 
because Winifred admired Cherry Orchards. Later 
on „Aunt Wynne‟ gave the picture to Adrian‟s 
mother Patricia who „dabbled in painting herself‟. 
We agreed to have the picture and pay Adrian 
whatever we thought it was worth. It arrived a 
couple of days later beautifully packed in a shallow 
wooden box and we opened it with great 
excitement not knowing at all what to expect.  
 

The fading label was still in place at the back and 
there were the words that explained it all: 

Cherry Orchards 

Painted by Tony Griffin (a school boy at Berkhamstead 
School )- for our wedding gift.14/10/39.  
The Griffin Family lived at 
Cholesbury near Tring - only  
a few minutes walk from 
 ‘Cherry Orchards’ – a place much admired by WMF in 

the 1930s.                      See news paper 
cutting inside.  

 

We even found an unexpected bonus. Tucked 
behind the label was the fragile newspaper cutting 
of the article by Phyllis Holbourn (see Archivist‟s 
Report).  

Later we also learned a little more about Winifred 
Funnell. Adrian wrote: Aunt Wynne was one of the 
first civilian casualties of the war. She was hospitalised 
after being hit in the back by a flying brick during the air 
raid on Croydon Airport on 15th August 1940. 

Label and cutting are now safely in the archives but 
the picture is on our wall. We love it and were so 
impressed with the kindness and trouble Adrian 
had taken to find us. It‟s small and simple, about 
eleven by thirteen inches. It shows Cherry 
Orchards in 1939 as described to us with the big 
gate across the yard said to have been visible across 
the Commons from Hawridge. A happy co-
incidence lets us hang it next to three watercolours 
of the house painted for us by another local artist, 
Ron Evens, who used to go to Tony Griffin‟s art 
classes in Chesham.  

Paddy Thomas, Cherry Orchards

Founder‟s Prize 2011  

The Founder‟s Prize in memory of General Money, one of the Group‟s Founding Members, is awarded by 
Members' vote to someone who has contributed to LHG activities over the year. Nigel Blomfield is the 
deserving recipient of the prize. We look forward to hearing his choice of book when it is presented at a 
future meeting. 



Archivist's Report

At the Annual General Meeting in May I reported 
that we had recently received the upgraded version 
of Catalist, the database system which we are using 
to record our accessions to the Black Box archives. 
The upgraded version is known as Modes Compact 
and I said at the AGM that we were getting used to 
the new features and different layouts.  

I am very pleased to say that I now feel very 
familiar with Modes Compact and have made great 
progress over the past couple of months in getting 
a large number of new entries onto the system. 
There are a number of features and print facilities 
that should prove useful for putting on future 
displays and we are now absolutely up-to-date 
with the scanning of all the images and putting 
them into Modes Compact. Our number of Black 
Boxes has expanded correspondingly!      

Amongst recent photographs accessioned is the 
complete record of the works at St Leonards Parish 
Hall, beginning with the kitchen refurbishment in 
2006 through to the extension with the new toilets 
and stage area completed in 2008. Thank you to 
Brian Lake and Ann Horn, who took so many of 
these photographs, and to Chris Brown for 
scanning them in and to Paddy Thomas for her 
continuing help with the archives.    

I also said at the AGM that we have a number of 
Parish Magazines, for Cholesbury dating from 1907 
to 1910, and for St Leonards and Buckland 
Common from 1934 to 1942 (these are interesting as 
they cover war 
years). The cover 
from January 
1934 is 
reproduced here.  

More recently, 
there is a St 
Leonards News 
Sheet for 1981, 
and from 1982 
(with some gaps) 
we have the 
magazines that 
covered all of this 
parish and The 
Lee. We also 
have all the 
issues of Hilltop 
News since 2002. However there are gaps from the 
war years to the 1980s and I would be very pleased 
to have news from anyone who has magazines 
from these years (I am assuming that a church or 
parish magazine or newsletter was produced 
during this time). 

And now a third reference to the AGM, Sarah Gray 
from the Buckinghamshire County Museum came 
and talked, with a slide show, on artists of 
Buckinghamshire. We have our own local 
connections with artists - Mark Gertler who visited 
Cholesbury, Bernard Adams (who lived at 
Buckland Common) and Horace Brackley (from 
Chivery). His line drawing of The Old Cottage at St 
Leonards is below. 

Tony Griffin, who lived at Hawridge, was also a 
talented artist and sculptor and there was a small 
display of his work at the AGM, with many thanks 
to his daughter-in-law Lindsay for the loan of these 
items. In the display was a small picture of Cherry 
Orchards, Cholesbury, painted by Tony in 1939. 
This painting had only recently been returned to 
the property and the story of its journey is told in 
"A Telephone Call from Dorset" elsewhere in the 
Newsletter. 

With the painting was sent an original cutting from 
The Bucks Examiner of an article written by Phyllis 
Holbourn, published 12th September 1952. Phyllis 
Holbourn was housekeeper to Margaret 
Lowenfeld, the pioneering child psychotherapist, 
who lived at Cherry Orchards at the time, and the 
reproduced article was a prize winner in an essay 
competition held by The Associated 
Countrywomen of the World, an affiliated 
organisation of the Women's Institute. The writers 
were asked to state what power and light they 
used, how they cooked and stored food and a little 
about the garden, to give people living overseas a 
"first-hand knowledge of English homes". Titled 
"Cherry Orchards – and the house does not belie the 
fragrant name!" it is a delightful description of the 
house and its contents, the gardens and their 
planting and of life in the Chilterns in the early 
1950s.      

The archives are open and available for research; 
please get in touch with me if you wish to look at 
anything in our collection. 

(continued on next page) 



Archivist's Report (continued from previous page) 

In the Newsletter last year, Alison Garrett wrote 
about her memories of Chambers Green Guest 
House. Alison also recounted to me her memories 
of time spent with her cousin Julia in 1962, riding 
horses with Mrs Hodder at Parrotts Farm. Below is 
a photograph of them all setting off from Parrotts 
Farm, Alison on Midnight, Mrs Hodder on Wendy 
and Julia on Tara, and another image (right of Julia 
and Alison standing at the gates of Parrotts Farm.   Lastly, "Bombs over Bucks" is a website launched 

in September last year by the Centre for 
Buckinghamshire Studies to commemorate the 
anniversary of the Blitz. It is an online record of 
over 700 incidents of enemy fire, flying bombs and 
local war damage within the county and well 
worth looking at, with references to some incidents 
that took place locally. 

Shirley Blomfield 
 

One hundred and eighty years of census enumeration 

Did you complete your census questionnaire on 
time, last March? If not, perhaps a polite leaflet 
reminded you to post it, or submit online the most 
comprehensive household census to date and, after 
180 years, perhaps the last too.  Maybe a friendly 
knock on the door from a diligent census collector 
encouraged dispatch and hopefully avoided a more 
formal visit from a compliance officer. 

This year‟s census had 14 household questions and 
around 40 for each individual. In contrast, the first 
census in 1831 was principally a headcount 
reflecting concerns of future population growth. 
The 1911 census with 16 questions is the first so far 
released where the householder‟s schedules have 
been retained. It also marked the vogue for more 
sensitive questions. For example: - How many years 
have you been married? How many children born and 
are still living or are dead? In 1921, reflecting societal 
changes, householders were asked: - Has a marriage 
been dissolved by divorce? The 1931 census, which 
was destroyed by a fire in 1942, added another 
sensitive question: - Was this the individual’s usual 
place of residence on census night? There was no 
census in 1941. The 1951 census illustrated that, in a 
post war world, the key pressing issues were about 
housing and household amenities (e.g. inside 
toilets, heating and kitchens). Between 1961 and 
1981, there were new social trends dictating what 
questions were about e.g. qualifications, migration 
and household tenure. For 1991, we see the first 
questions on ethnicity and in 2001 on religion. 

I have spent many happy hours poring over census 
returns, uncovering my family history or 
undertaking genealogy research about those who 
used to live in and around the Hilltop Villages (See 
‘Mr Gilbert I Presume!’’ later in this Newsletter).  Until 

recently, one set of people I had not investigated 
were the census enumerators; the scribes 
responsible for all I had studied. So I have now put 
this right and found who they were. It‟s important 
to note, in such a small rural community, this was a 
time when those able to write in a neat and legible 
hand, with the necessary organisational skills and 
level of trustworthiness, were in short supply. 
Intriguingly, those selecting the enumerators 
seemed to favour purveyors of alcoholic beverages! 
In 1861 Edward Bishop innkeeper at the White 
Lion, was the enumerator. For 1871 Harry Bishop 
cousin of Edward and son of a Brewer from 
Cholesbury took over.  In both 1881 and 1891 
Daniel Pallett, one-time timber merchant and later 
owner of the Cider Factory in Buckland Common 
was in charge. Daniel passed his enumerator‟s pen 
in 1901 to son, Frank Pallett the foreman at the 
cider works. In 1911 the enumerator was Charles 
Wescombe, who was admirably qualified being 
headmaster at St Leonards School. 

Although there can be a doubt over the accuracy of 
answers given to questions on age and marital 
status, we should recognise the diligence of those 
enumerators for the precision of their returns. 
Having taken on the management of the 2011 
census for Hemel and rural Hertfordshire, I have 
admiration for those erstwhile enumerators who, 
like me, had to persuade reluctant householders or 
contend with high levels of illiteracy – sadly still a 
problem. For anyone using a census to discover 
their family‟s history those conscientious 
enumerators deserve our appreciation. In a 
hundred years time, when the 2011 census is 
released, I hope good use is made of my scribbles. 

Chris Brown 



The History Group Library 

The latest volume of „Records of Buckinghamshire‟ 
is a yearly addition to the Library. The covers of 
these rather serious tomes are becoming more and 
more inviting. Number 51 is a stunner with a full 
colour photograph of a hoard of twenty-six Iron 
Age gold and silver coins. They were found near 
Winslow by a metal detector and acquired for the 
County Museum with the help of the V&A 
purchase grant fund and other help. The Journal 
has reports from the County Archivist and the 
County Museum with good descriptions of the 
year‟s acquisitions. A further section reports on the 
activities of the county‟s archaeological service. 
These add an extra interest to the usual wide 
variety of written papers, which range this year 
from „Saxon and Medieval Activity at Walton 
Street, Aylesbury‟, or  „Historical and Named trees 
at Burnham‟ to „The Disraelis, Lord and Lady of the 
Manor at Hughenden‟. The Bucks Archaeological 
Society is also launching a project to digitise 
„Records of Bucks‟. They expect the work to take 
several years and it will begin with back volumes 
now out of print. In 
the meantime one or 
two examples of 
„Records‟ are usually 
brought to our 
monthly meetings 
along with the 
indexes of journal 
contents up to 2010. 
Members can borrow 
any of these as for the 
other books in our 
collection. 

One of the headings 
in the Library List is 
„Books about the 
Hilltop Villages and 
its Neighbours‟. The term „neighbours‟ is fairly 
broad. Chesham definitely counts and has been 
very well represented this year. After Clive Foxell‟s 
talk, we bought his book „The Ten Cinemas of 
Chesham‟. If that was Chesham at play then we 
needed „Chesham at Work in the 20th Century‟ by 
Keith Fletcher, Peter Hawkes and Lesley Perry. If 
you only associate Chesham with brush making, 
think again! The book is a revelation. Did you 
know that there was a „Royal Bucks Laundry‟ in 
Waterside, with a fleet of 25 vans all in a blue livery 
with a little Dutch girl logo, or that „Van Houten 
Ltd, Cocoa and Chocolate Manufacturers‟, came to 
the town? There was boot making and woodware 
manufacture, flag making, pencil, surgical 
instrument, adhesives, ladies‟ underwear and 

handbag manufacture and these were just a few of 
the ways Chesham made its living. The variety is 
surprising and it makes for a lively book that is 
beautifully illustrated with photographs. If you 
want a different, much more personal, look at work 
and life in Chesham, then borrow „Eva‟s Story, 
Chesham since the turn of the century‟. Eva Rance 
was born in 1906, the youngest of six, whose 
parents established the general store, Tebby‟s, in 
Chesham High Street. Her story takes us through 
two wars and the ups and downs in the lives of her 
family and friends and in the life of the town.  

You can enjoy yet another aspect of our neighbour 
with „The First 150 Years - Chesham Building 
Society 1845-1995'.    

Wendover was the subject of a talk by Margaret 
Gosling, and Richard Leat has kindly given us a 
copy of her book „Our place in History, the story of 
Wendover‟. Halton is not far away and Francis 
Hanford‟s little booklet „First Landing at Halton‟ 
was acquired following his talk at the November 
meeting.  

Two CDs now in the Library List find us back 
home. Last year Gill Sparks presented a beautiful 
album for the archives compiled from the Hilltop 
Villages Calendars 1978 to 1998. These calendars 
were illustrated by local artists and show many 
well known houses and landmarks. Gill also 
recorded them on to CDs so that members can 
borrow them.  

The railway enthusiasts among our members will 
be delighted to know that, thanks to Colin Spence, 
they can now borrow: „Metropolitan Line: 
London‟s First Underground Railway‟, „Memories 
of the Met & GC Joint Line‟, „Rails to Metroland‟ all 
by Clive Foxell and „Lost Railways of the Chilterns‟ 
by Leslie Oppitz.  

An updated Library List will be emailed to 
members early in the new season and a printed 
version will be available at meetings. A selection of 
as many books from the Library as can be easily 
transported is brought to most meetings.  Members 
may borrow any book from the list. Call me on 
01494 758460 if you want me to bring any 
particular books to a meeting. Suggestions for new 
titles are always welcome. The Book Sale box is 
now in need of supplies after a summer sort and 
cull. Bring your books to meetings or we can collect 
them. All topics and titles are welcome. They do 
not have to have been about history. 

The Local History Group would like to thank all 
the members who gave books to the Library this 
year. 

Paddy Thomas



Mr Gilbert, I Presume!

This story starts with the discovery of a brief article in 
the Bucks Examiner in 1916 about the funeral in 
Cholesbury of an army pensioner, John Gilbert. As 
John’s story was gradually uncovered it revealed his was 
no ordinary life. In an age when the furthest place most 
villagers might have been was to Chesham, his exploits 
had taken him halfway round the world. His family life 
was no less intriguing. Here is the story so far 
unearthed….. 

On 21st October 1916 three volleys rang out across 
Cholesbury followed by the sound of the „Last 
Post‟ played by a lone bugler. A little earlier, a 
company of men from the Suffolk Regiment had 
marched up the hill from their training camp at 
Halton with horses pulling a gun carriage. The 
cortège wound itself from Buckland Common up 
Sandpit Hill and turned into the entrance to St 
Lawrence‟s Church. Carried on the gun carriage 
were the remains of one John Gilbert, and it was 
followed by John‟s wife Emelia, and a small group 
of friends and neighbours. 

But why had this unusual spectacle for an 
otherwise remote village come to pass? The answer 
lies in what was then known as the Dark Continent 
and Dr Livingstone. But we must start by going 
back nearly seventy years, and to the small village 
of Hindon in Wiltshire where John Gilbert was 
born in 1842. His father John Snr., who had been a 
Coldstream Guardsman at the Battle of Waterloo, 
died when John was three and he grew up with his 
Mother, Mary Ann, an older sister Elizabeth, and a 
step-brother from his Mother‟s previous marriage, 
George (Norriss). It is thought John left Hindon 
around 1855 and that between 1858 and 1860 he 
became a gunner in the Royal Marine Artillery.  

HMS Gorgon 
He was assigned to HMS Gorgon, a wooden steam 
paddle frigate with 6 guns and manned by 165 
seamen, excluding marines. The ship, described as 
a „Man of War‟, was commissioned in 1837 and 
soon after saw action off the coast of the South 
Americas and later in the Arabian Peninsula. In 

1858 it was overhauled and assisted with the first 
attempt to lay a transatlantic telegraph cable 
between The British Isles and New York. In 
November 1860, with John onboard, the Gorgon set 
sail from Plymouth, en route for the Cape of Good 
Hope where it arrived in March 1861. Its principle 
mission in southern Africa was the suppression of 
the slave trade perpetrated by Portuguese-
sanctioned colonists and to support the spread and 
territorial influence of the British Empire. To this 
end in November that year the Gorgon arrived in 
Madagascar with a large party of dignitaries, 
representing Queen Victoria at the Coronation of 
King Radama II. 
On 30th January 1862 the Gorgon arrived at the 
mouth of the Zambezi River to rendezvous with 
missionary and explorer Dr David Livingstone. It 
was escorting the Hetty Ellen, a small brig which 
had brought Mrs Livingstone, and wives of other 
missionaries, from the Cape. The Gorgon also 
brought twenty-four sections of a new iron 
steamer, soon to be named the Lady Nyassa, which 
was to be navigated up the rivers Zambezi and 
Shire and explore Lake Nyassa. Because the 
Zambezi was in flood, unloading the cargo was a 
more onerous task than expected, and the Gorgon’s 
crew, which would have included Gilbert, stayed 
on to assist with unloading the sections of the 
dismantled Lady Nyassa further upstream at 
Shupanga and then assemble the hull there. In 
April 1862 Mrs Livingstone succumbed to fever 
and died. This did not distract her husband, Dr 
Livingstone, from his mission. The plan was to use 
the expedition‟s own boat, the paddle steamer 
Pioneer, to tow the half-assembled Lady Nyassa up 
the Shire and over or around the major obstacle of 
the Murchison Cataracts. The Gorgon’s Commander 
seconded Gunnery Officer, Lieutenant Young, to 
remain with his marines - which we assume 
included our John Gilbert - to assist with this 
mission. Meanwhile, the rest of the crew departed 
on board the Gorgon bound for the Cape of Good 
Hope. To illustrate the unstable nature of southern 
Africa at this time, with rival tribal factions stirred 
up by competing European empires, the Gorgon 
was forced to divert to Madagascar to suppress 
rioting and insurrection following the assassination 
of the King, Radama II. 

September came and went and the expedition was 
still struggling to get past the cataracts. The morale 
of the group was affected through loss of life from 
fever. Damage to the Pioneer’s engine forced them 
to return downstream to wait out the winter 
months while the boat was repaired.



 
Disagreements amongst Livingstone‟s comrades 
led to some departures and increased the doctor‟s 
reliance on Lt Young‟s Marine Artillery Corps. 

In February 1863, with repairs completed, they set 
off again, only for both the Pioneer and Lady 
Nyassa to become grounded in the treacherous 
shallows some way short of the rapids. Breaking 
free they eventually reached the Murchison 
Cataracts on 10th April.  With no prospect of taking 
the Lady Nyassa further upstream, it was decided 
to dismantle the boat so that the expedition could 
carry sections of the boat overland to Lake Nyassa. 
To reach the lake, over 40 miles of new roads 
would need to be built and large numbers of 
African labourers would be required. Severe 
famine had rendered many of the Africans unfit for 
the heavy work. Fever also took its toll of 
missionaries, officers crew and the expedition‟s 
doctor. (The Bucks Examiner mentioned what 
Gilbert must have recounted many times that, of 
the 130 or so who went up the Zambezi, only nine 
returned and he had believed he had been the last 
of the nine alive).  

Lt. Young, who had stayed loyal to Livingstone‟s 
cause, cautioned him that continuing the 
expedition would be reckless. However, 
Livingstone was in denial that the mission was at 
breaking point and wanted to press on. A lot rested 
on the outcome of the venture, not least 
Livingstone‟s own reputation. Over the past five 
years of the expedition Livingstone‟s supporters 
back home had been hard at work whipping-up 
church missionary zeal and lobbying for the 
Government‟s continued support. Speculators had 
also funded the expedition; they were interested in 
exploiting the untapped resources and opening up 
trade routes in the previously unexplored Dark 
Continent. However, the loss of life, lack of 
expeditionary progress, and critical reports of 
Livingstone‟s poor leadership and dogged-
mindedness had brought clamours in the 
newspapers and from politicians for Livingstone to 
abandon the mission. An Instruction to this effect 
arrived with Livingstone from England on 2nd July 
1863. During September and October 1863, as 
floods prevented a return downstream, 
Livingstone made one final attempt to reach Lake 
Nyassa, a 700 mile excursion on foot. Lt. Young 
had meanwhile navigated the Pioneer 
downstream. It is not known whether any marines, 
such as John Gilbert, accompanied Livingstone. 
Livingstone‟s party returned in the Lady Nyassa to 
where the Pioneer was berthed in November 1863. 

Almost immediately Lt Young, together with his 
marines, sailed on the Pioneer to the Cape where 

the Gorgon was stationed. The Gorgon with its 
complement of marines headed for Portsmouth, 
arriving on 29th January 1864. It took a further six 
months, until February 1864, before Livingstone 

finally left the Zambezi, sailing 
the Lady Nyassa to Mombasa and 
then, after a perilous journey, on 
to Bombay. Livingstone departed 
for England in late June, arriving 
back in London at the end of July 
1864. His account of the 
expedition painted his own 
exploits in a wholly positive light 
and failed to acknowledge at all 
the contributions of officers and 
crew. However, subsequent 
accounts from others revealed 
how poorly Livingstone had led 
the expedition. 

So what of John Gilbert? The Gorgon was 
decommissioned on 11th February 1864. Gilbert 
continued as a marine artilleryman and in 
September 1866 married a Jersey girl, Louise 
Bovey, in Alverstoke, Hants. In 1871 John and 
Louise were living close to the marine barracks at 
Portsea. However, on the 1881 census Louise is 
recorded as „wife of pensioner‟ and a laundress 
living in Ropley near Winchester. Meanwhile, John 
turns up in Greenwich working as a house 
gardener. Living in that house is also a servant 
called Matilda Gilbert. In 1891 Louise Gilbert, still 
referring to herself as „a pensioner‟s wife‟, has 
returned to Jersey where she is also to be found in 
1901 and 1911. John is recorded, both in 1891 and 
1901 in Deptford, working as a labourer at the 
Woolwich Arsenal and Matilda Gilbert is living 
with him, now denoted as „wife‟. Yes, a second 
wife! By 1911 John has moved to nearby Prestwood 
and, lo behold, he is not with Matilda but with 
Emelia Ann Gilbert. His third wife! 

Sometime after 1911 John and Emelia came to „The 
Ciders‟ in Buckland Common for, as yet, unknown 
reasons. Perhaps the connection could have been 
down to the factory making use of the renowned 
„Prestwood black cherries‟ for its alcoholic cordials. 
After John‟s death Emelia moved into the 
Aylesbury Workhouse where she died in 1921. She 
was also buried at Cholesbury. Unfortunately no 
headstone has been found marking their graves. 

I would like to thank Barry Warr for finding the Bucks 
Examiner article. I’m also most grateful to Brian 
Horridge for his advice and assistance with the ongoing 
genealogy research, and for helping me make sense of the 
various accounts of Livingstone’s expedition.  

Chris Brown

Descending the 
Murchison Cataracts 



The Summer Outing to Frogmore Paper Mill    (continued from front page) 

The restored 
boat/ferry/barge 
was called “Bryan 
Donkin” in 
recognition of one of 
the innovators of the 
papermaking 
industry. 

Bryan Donkin was a skilled and ingenious 
mechanic, who in the early 19th century perfected 
the papermaking “Fourdrinier machine”, the 
world‟s first machine for making a continuous 
sheet of paper by mechanical means. This first 
machine was installed at Frogmore Mill in 1803. 
The “Fourdrinier” machine was originally a French 
invention, but the development of the idea was not 
progressed, thanks to the „revolting‟ inhabitants of 
revolutionary France. The idea and a model of the 
machine were brought to London where the patent 
was re-registered. Financial support for the 
invention was provided by the wholesale 
stationers, Henry and Sealy Fourdrinier, who 
commissioned Donkin to develop the machine. An 
improved and larger machine was also installed at 
Frogmore in 1804 and the following year a further 
machine was installed at Two Waters Mill 
upstream from Frogmore Mill. Over the next few 
decades the “Fourdrinier” machine was installed in 
factories through Britain, Europe and the World, so 
much so that 90% of the papermaking machines in 
the world are based on the 1803 model. 

Donkin (who surely should be better recognised as 
an innovator) then went on to produce printing 
machinery, and set up a canning factory, which 
was the first to use tinned iron containers. Later in 
his busy career, apart from a number of 
engineering innovations, Donkin received the RSA 
Prize medal for 2 inventions. 

The guided tour around The Paper Trail took us to 
a hand-made papermaking demonstration, with 
“hands on” for a couple of our party who 
successfully made a sheet of paper with very 
attractive “deckle” edges!  

We then moved on to Letterpress printing where 
we learnt about hand-setting and hand-fed printing 
and got information overload on Monotype 
keyboards and Cylinder and Platen presses! There 
is still commercial printing carried on at Frogmore, 
albeit on a fairly small scale. The Letterpress 
House, for example, stills produces weekly posters 
of Government affairs, which are displayed around 
the House of Commons.  

The tour carried on deeper into the factory, which 
is looking its age! We were shown a “Pilot” paper 

machine, which is still in working order and over 
100 years old. We passed by pulping machines and 
beater chests and screens on the way to view the 
original mill race inside the building and the water 
wheel used to drive some of the machines. Further 
along there is a restored 1938 Fire Engine in full 
roadworthy working order, which is the pride and 
joy of the volunteer Heritage Fire Brigade. 

We continued with a very interesting talk by Jim of 
“Two Rivers Paper”, who makes handmade artists‟ 
paper produced to archival standards (in case 
you‟re interested, Shirley!) Ed. Our Archivist is 
already on the case having spoken to Jim during our 
tour. It was fascinating to learn that even though 
this high quality paper is mostly made from new 
cotton and linen flax, other materials, particularly 
recycled cotton rags and also hemp, esparto, seeds 
and flower petals, can be used. The original “rag 
and bone man” was not a junk dealer, he was part 
of the paper industry collecting old rags for the 
paper fibre, and bones to make gelatine to “size” 
the paper to reduce the absorbency.  

In fact to make 
paper you can use 
virtually any 
natural material that 
contains cellulose 
when broken down 
into its fibrous state. 
The variety of 
materials used 
doesn‟t stop with 
the humble pile of 

rags, surprisingly “The Paper Trail” machines can 
and do make paper containing not only banana 
skins (apparently the Whipsnade monkeys don‟t 
object to already peeled bananas), but there are also 
papers called “Ellie Poo” and “Rhino Poo”! 

Recycling in the paper industry has been around a 
long time; the British Paper Company, despite its 
grand name, only ever operated from Frogmore 
Mill and was set up specifically in 1890 to make 
paper from waste paper. “The Paper Trail” are 
continuing the theme with their scheme “Recycle 
for Learning”, which collects white waste paper 
from over 300 schools in Herts/Beds/Bucks and 
recycles it into new paper for re-use in schools. 

Clearly there is an enormous amount of hard work 
required from the volunteers working at “The 
Paper Trail” and hopefully I speak for all our 
visiting party in saying that their enthusiasm and 
ability to pass on their knowledge made our visit 
most enjoyable. Tell your friends! 

Richard Leat 


