
FEDERATION OF LOCAL HISTORY SOCIETIES
VISIT TO SOUTH EAST ENGLAND — MAY 2 – 6, 2022

There was a great air of expectancy as we prepared to 
make our fi rst trip together in nearly three years. This 
trip had been booked and ready to go in 2020 before 
the clouds of Covid descended on us shattering our 
hopes and aspirations. However, like the Phoenix, 
we arose from the ashes and there was renewed 
joy and anticipation that we would now share our 
visit to South East England. Thankfully most of the 
original happy band rebooked and, together with 
some welcome newcomers, fi fty eager beavers came 
on board for our adventure.
This trip was organised by the Federation of Local 
History Societies and open to members from 
both Federations. We had nine members from the 
Federation for Ulster Local Studies on board.
We had representation from fi fteen counties 
including, Armagh, Antrim, Down, Derry, Kildare, 
Meath, Dublin, Wicklow, Roscommon, Galway, 
Waterford, Cork, Tipperary, Laois and Westmeath.
There were members from twentythree societies 
including Clane Local History Group, Naas Local 
History Group, Newbridge Local History Group, 
Kinsale History Society, Waterford Archaeological 
& Historical Society, Knocklyon Historical Society, 
Clondalkin Historical Society, West Belfast Historical 
Society, New Buildings Archaeological & Historical 
Society, Banbridge & District Historical Society, 
Carrickfergus Historical Society, North Dromore 
Diocesan Historical Society, Ashbourne Historical 
Society, Cahir Historical & Social Society, Rathdangan 
Historical Society, Galway Archaeological & Historical 
Society, Foxrock History Club, Mullingar Historical 
Society, Durrow, Rathmichael Historical Society, 
Kildare Archaeological Society, Meath Archaeological 
& Historical Society and Co Roscommon Historical & 
Archaeological Society.

MONDAY 
Our journey started very early at Heuston Station 
with Foyle Coaches and our very good friend and 
driver, Bernard McGonagle, behind the wheel. After 
a pick-up stop at Naas, it was then on to Rosslare 
Ferry Harbour to meet the remainder of our group. 
We enjoyed a very smooth and most pleasant sea 
journey to Pembroke in Wales. We had hoped to 
make a comfort stop at Tredegar House on the way 
but due to road traffi c problems we had to abort the 
idea and stopped instead at a motorway service on 
the M4. After that welcome break we were on the 
road again heading for our hotel, the Coppid Beech, 
Bracknell, South London. We arrived, tired, but safe 
and sound and were delighted to be greeted by our 
great friend and Blue Badge Guide, Ian Jelf, who 
would accompany us for the duration of our visit. 
The hotel was both lovely and inviting and we were 
met by a most friendly staff who served up a very 
welcome dinner. It was now off to bed after a long 
day travelling but a few of us managed a little libation 
before retiring.

TUESDAY
LEEDS CASTLE
It was another early start for us, as after breakfast 
we were on our way to see Leeds Castle in Kent 
with Ian entertaining us along the way with lots of 
information and commentary delivered in his own 
inimitable style. The Castle presented a spectacular 
sight sitting on islands formed on a lake by the river 
Len near the village of the same name and shining 
in the early morning sunlight. The Castle has existed 

on the site since 1119, used by King Edward I in the 
13th Century, it was also used as a dwelling place 
for King Henry VIII’s fi rst wife, Catherine of Aragon. 
The present Castle dates mostly from the 19th 
Century. The Castle has had a chequered history 
with many different owners. Extensive repairs saw 
the remodelling of the Castle in the Tudor Style, 
completed in 1825 and resulting in its appearance 
as it is today. 

The last private owner of the Castle, the Hon Olive 
Lady Baille was the daughter of Almeric Paget, 1st 
Baron Queensborough. She left the Castle to the 
Leeds Castle Foundation to preserve it for the benefi t 
of the public. She did however manage to leave a 
Castle with a magnifi cent interior in pristine state of 
repair. The interior was awash with endless rooms 
all beautifully designed and presented, drawing 
rooms, sitting rooms, bedrooms all linked by a series 
of corridors and passageways. It was like a period 
had been caught in time capturing the ambience 
and atmosphere of the privileged class of the 1930s. 
There were lovely gardens, including an interesting 



maze and some lovely water features. Calling all 
dog lovers, an interesting and unique feature is the 
National Museum of Dog Collars located in its own 
building in the courtyard. It is something special 
containing a myriad of dog collars of every imaginable 
shape, colour and size. The weather was lovely which 
allowed us to take advantage of some lunch outdoors 
in the Castle courtyard.

CANTERBURY
It was now off to the ancient Cathedral City of 
Canterbury a UNESCO World Heritage site. It lies on 
the river Stour and has been occupied since Paleolithic 
times. There are many historical structures in the 
area, including the ruins of St Agustine’s Abbey, a 
Norman Castle and the oldest extant school in in the 
city, the King’s School. After the murder of Archbishop 
Thomas Beckett at the Cathedral in 1170, pilgrims 
from all over Christendom came to visit his shrine. 
This pilgrimage provided the framework for Geoffrey 
Chaucer’s 14th Century collection of stories, The 

Canterbury Tales. We arrived in the city and after 
a short walk through some of the old streets led by 
our guide Ian, were met by Yvonne Leach, another 
Blue Badge guide and a colleague of Ian who would 
help with our walk. We were met at the Cathedral by 
our guides for the guided tour and divided into four 
groups. 
Canterbury Cathedral, the mother Church of the 
Church of England is one of the oldest and most 
famous structures in England. It is the Cathedral of 
the Archbishop of Canterbury who is the symbolic 
leader of the worldwide Anglican Communion. 
Founded in 597 it was completely rebuilt between 
1070-1077. The east end was largely rebuilt following 
a fi re in 1174. The excellent cathedral guides, who 
were a wealth of information on every aspect of 
the Cathedral conducted a wonderful guided tour 
covering every corner of the building narrating 
the cathedral’s unique history. Some highlights 
were, the magnifi cent Quire Screen, the impressive 
vertical nave, the cathedral bells, the organ, the 
library with its thirty thousand books and the many 
beautiful stained-glass windows, with those in the 
chapter house depicting the history of Canterbury. 
The most famous, infamous story, associated with 
the Cathedral is of course the murder of Thomas 
Beckett in the north-west transept in 1170. It was 
somewhat eerie to visit the actual spot where this 
dastardly act was committed. The martyrdom Altar 
has a metal scripture depicting a cross fl anked by 
two stained swords which together with the shadows 
they cast represent the four knights who killed 
Beckett. Another poignant reminder is a solitary 
lighted candle on the cathedral fl oor, testimony to 
the contrition shown afterwards by the King, Henry 
II. 

Very impressive was the tomb of Edward Plantagenet, 
the Black Prince. After this exhilarating tour we were 
joined by Yvonne, who together with Ian took us on a 
guided tour of the centre of Canterbury.

WEDNESDAY
WINCHESTER 
Wednesday morning saw us travelling with imaginary 
strains of “Winchester Cathedral” ringing in our 



ears. Winchester itself proved to be an enchanting 
town with a real “feel good” factor about the place. 
After a pleasant journey south from Bracknell, we 
disembarked at a lovely little park in the town centre. 
A short walk took us to the Cathedral. 

Built in 1079, Winchester Cathedral is one of the 
largest Cathedrals in Europe and is also the longest 
Gothic Cathedral in Europe as well. The tour was in 
two parts, a guided tour of the Cathedral and a visit 
to the Museum of the Kings & Scribes. The building 
contains much fi ne architecture spanning the 11th 
to 16th Century and houses the interment places of 
many Bishops of Winchester including King Canute 
and William Rufus. It was an important Pilgrimage 
centre and housed the shrine of St Swithun. The 
interior of the building was magnifi cent with its 
ceiling appearing to reach to the heavens and 
glistening bright in the white light. Beautiful altars 
and fi ne architecture were evident everywhere and 
a little hidden gem, is a small statue of Jesus and 
Mary at the side of one of the many altars in the 
cathedral.
The Kings & Scribes exhibition was something 
special where one can explore 1000 years of English 
History, unloading the treasures and stories of 
the Cathedral’s past from Anglo-Saxon Kings to 
the beautiful 12th Century Bible. We learned the 
unbelievable story of, William Walker, the diver 
who saved Winchester Cathedral. William worked 
tirelessly everyday for seven years shoring up part 
of the foundations by placing bags of cement while 
under water beneath the faulty foundations. There 
is a bust commemorating this achievement in the 
Cathedral. 
After the Cathedral visit, Ian, took us on a wonderful 
guided tour of the centre of Winchester. It was a lovely 
city, clean and tidy, interesting visually very easy 
on the eye with captivating old streets which were 
a pleasure to stroll along. The author Jane Austen 
lived in Winchester and is buried in the Cathedral. 
Something noteworthy and unique was the crystal- 
clear water in the city river, which we were told was a 
result of the chalk in the landscape where the water 
fl owed. Another hidden gem, which we encountered 
on our walk was the Winchester Buttercross, a 

unique structure featuring twelve statues of the 
Blessed Virgin together with other historical fi gures.

PORTSMOUTH

HMS VICTORY

Portsmouth nicknamed Pompey, is a city just off 
the South East coast and is the only island city in 
the UK. It has an ancient history dating back to 
Roman times and was the fi rst line of defence during 
the French invasion of 1545. It was considered 
the world’s greatest navel port at the height of the 
British Empire. It was badly damaged during WW2. 
The harbour is home to some very famous ships 
including Nelson’s Flagship, HMS Victory and the 
salvaged remains of the Mary Rose, both of which 
were on our visitor’s list. 

The Victory was a most impressive sight, a one hundred 
and four gun ship of the Royal Navy. She presented 
a unique picture resting in the harbour with all her 
riggings and masts glistening in the afternoon sun 
and we were amazed at the sheer beauty of her many 
pained colours. Launched in 1765 she is best known 
for her role as Lord Nelson’s Flagship at the Battle 
of Trafalgar. We were able to self-guide ourselves 
with audio devices being available to help us around 
the many decks and different levels of a ship that 
was in pristine condition. The tour included cabins, 
dining areas, sickbays, sleeping quarters, Nelson’s 
quarters including his bed, and the impressive gun 
decks with their lines of cannon guns, all of which 



brought to life what it must have been like for those 
sailors on board. It was poignant to see the actual 
spot where Nelson fell after being shot at the height 
of the battle. A very special experience which was 
appreciated by all.

MARY ROSE

Beside the Victory was the museum building housing 
the salvaged remains of the Mary Rose, a warship of 
the English Tudor Navy of King Henry VIII. Launched 
in 1511, she was one of the largest in the Royal Navy, 
a purpose-built sailing warship and one of the fi rst 
sailing ships capable of fi ring a broadside. She had 
served for thirty-three years before she sank during 
an attack on the French Fleet in 1545. 

Discovered in 1971 she was raised in 1982 in a 
most unique, complex and expensive maritime 
salvage operation. The story of how it was done 
was a fascinating one and is well documented in 
the museum. Her salvaged remains are housed in a 
special building in what is a sight to behold. One feels 
on looking at her that it is a miracle and great credit 
to those who were involved in bringing the whole 
project to fruition. The hull can be viewed through 
a massive glass window in all her glory. There are 
many examples of the thousands of artefacts that 
were recovered now on display in the museum and 
they present a fascinating picture of life on a sailing 
ship of that period. It is clear that the raising of the 
Mary Rose was indeed unique in the fi eld of maritime 
archaeology. Of a crew of about four hundred less 
than thirty-fi ve survived.  After a feast of maritime 
history it was time to return to base so we travelled 
back to Bracknell and the Coppid Hotel by way of the 
picturesque South Downs National Park.

THURSDAY
HAMPTON COURT

We started our last day in anticipation of our trip into 
London to see Hampton Court Palace and the sights 
of the city. After somewhat of a struggle to get there 
through some heavy traffi c we did manage to get 
there and after a short walk were at the palace gates. 
What can one say about Hampton Court other than 

to describe it as being spectacular. Thomas Wolsey, 
Archbishop of York took over the site in 1514 and 
spent 200,000 crowns making it the fi nest palace in 
England. After a briefi ng on the Palace by Ian our 
guide we were left to our own designs to explore 
this wonderful site. The palace is full of very fi ne 
architecture together with its varied and beautiful 
gardens including some impressive water features. 

The maze is a unique feature but we were all told to 
avoid it by our driver, Bernard, who said we would be 
left behind if anyone got stuck in it. King Henry built 
the vast kitchens which are a special feature and a 
must see for visitors. They provided food and drink 
for the entire Royal Court. The state apartments 
were added which included the great Hall, with 
its unique hammer beam and which became the 
most important room in the palace. The WiIlliam III 
apartments were very impressive and are considered 
the foremost baroque state apartments in the world. 
The Queen’s state apartments included some of the 
most spectacular rooms in the whole palace. The 
buildings with their courtyards and cloisters cover 
over six acres. It was a pleasure to stroll around the 
palace gardens, and see the maze, the great vine 
and the privy-gardens which led to the magnifi cent 



banqueting hall. The east front garden with its water 
fountain shimmered in the morning sunlight. We 
concluded our visit in awe at the sheer magnitude 
and beauty of what we had just witnessed.

LONDON PANORAMIC COACH TOUR

Our fi nal adventure of the day was to bid farewell 
to Hampton Court and take an unforgettable 
panoramic coach tour all around London courtesy 
of our Guide Ian. With Ian at the helm and Bernard 
at the wheel what better combination could you 
have for our journey around the city. The next few 
hours were a revelation as the A team of Ian and 
Bernard treated us to a memorable trip taking in all 
that was worth seeing in Central London and much 
more. With Ian’s immense knowledge of London City, 
he introduced us to all the well-known landmarks 
but also to many others hitherto unknown to us 
and presented in his own humorous and inimitable 
style. It was especially enjoyable as we were blessed 
with fi ne weather including some glorious sunshine 
during our tour. We were all introduced to a different 
London than we had known before by a superb guide 
whose contribution helped make this one of our most 
memorable trips to the UK.

Safely back at the Coppid Hotel we enjoyed our 
fi nal dinner together and were delighted to present 
Ian with a gift from the group in appreciation of his 
outstanding contribution in making the visit such 
a great success. It was appropriate that it was Irish 
and we presented him with a “Quiet Man” tweed cap, 
a Guinness umbrella and a Guinness T-shirt, all of 
which we encouraged him to use on his tours.
After dinner we were privileged to have a very 
interesting talk delivered by local historian, Edward 
Radgick on the history of Bracknell. Edward is the 
History Offi cer with Bracknell Forest Community 
Association.

Due to an unplanned change in our Ferry departure 
we were on the road after a very early breakfast to 
Fishguard for our return to Rosslare. With everyone 
safely dropped off it was time to say farewell to 
Bernard and wish him a safe journey home. 
It was sad to have to end our trip, but as in previous 
years we were able to share our common interest in 
history with many old and indeed new friends and 
also with all the wonderful people we met along the 
way. 
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