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        Love and thanks to Mike for the never-ending supply of encouragement and input.
      

            
                

            

            
        Sweet memories of my mum.
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            DISCLAIMER

            The descriptions given in these articles are for general guidance only, and should not be used as a substitute for a proper travel guide. Neither the author nor the publisher shall be liable or responsible for any loss, injury or damage allegedly arising from any information contained in this book.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            INTRODUCTION

         

         What is the difference between a castle and a palace? Generally speaking, a castle was built for defence purposes with battlements, thick walls, arrow slits, gatehouses and moats, all designed to protect the inhabitants. A palace shows the world how powerful and wealthy the inhabitants are or were and were usually built as royal residences.

         There are so many fascinating castles and palaces in the world that it is hard to choose just 50 to include in this book.

         Many thrill with their flamboyancy – indeed, some look as if they have been plucked directly from the pages of a fairy tale. Take Germany’s fantasy Neuschwanstein Castle for instance, home to that delightfully eccentric monarch, Ludwig II. Then there’s Picardy’s Château de Pierrefonds, a blend of Gothic and romantic Renaissance styles. This multi-level turreted showstopper has starred in several swashbuckling French films including The Messenger: Story of Joan of Arc. It stood in for Camelot in the BBC series Merlin too.

         Others are forbidding places, harbouring all manner of dark secrets and, naturally, a ghost or two. Seriously spooky 13th-century Chillingham Castle in Northumberland falls into this category with one of the highest levels of paranormal activity in Britain. Countless spectres and apparitions have been recorded by visitors over the years and regular ghost tours are held for those who dare to be scared. If you’re really brave, you can stay for an all-night vigil. Another creepy fortress is the intriguing 14th-century Bran Castle, perched high among craggy peaks in Romania’s Carpathian Mountains. Often referred to as ‘Dracula’s Castle’ because it closely fits Bram Stoker’s description, it is actually one of several castles linked to the legend.

         Some are still royal residences including India’s grey granite and pink marble Mysore Palace, official residence of the Wadiyar dynasty. Other royal residences include the Royal Palace of Brussels and Madrid’s Palacio Real, though these days both families prefer to live their daily lives in more modest surroundings.

         Others are as big as, well, entire towns. Take for instance the Forbidden City (Old Palace) in Beijing, home to China’s emperors from the Ming dynasty to the end of the Qing dynasty. Comprising around 1,000 buildings, up to 1 million workers were involved in its construction. Occupying an area of 700,000 square metres, Topkapi Palace in Turkey is another supersize structure as is Poland’s UNESCO-listed Malbork Castle, Europe’s largest Gothic pile.

         I have included one of my personal favourites, Glamis Castle, located a few miles from where I was born and brought up in the county of Angus in Scotland. It is almost Disneyesque in appearance with witch-hat turrets and links to Macbeth. It was the birthplace of the late Queen Mother and historic seat of her family, the Bowes-Lyons. Still in Scotland, Edinburgh Castle, Scotland’s number one visitor attraction is perched on an extinct volcano. This powerful national symbol is home to the Scottish Crown Jewels. Speaking of Crown Jewels, the Tower of London, royal palace and secure fortress, has served as an armoury, treasury, menagerie and home of the Royal Mint. It simply drips with history.

         Let me say that if I have missed out your particular favourite palace or castle, then my apologies. There are so many worthy contenders out there that I would need to write another book to include all of them! The ones I chose to write about either have a fascinating story to tell or make a great day out. Or indeed both.
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            – ENGLAND –

         

         ALNWICK CASTLE, NORTHUMBERLAND

         If you think you recognise this magnificent pile as Hogwarts from the Harry Potter films, you’d be right. Alnwick Castle is the second-largest inhabited castle in England. Windsor Castle is the first, in case you’re wondering.

         
             

         

         Home to the Percys, the Dukes of Northumberland, the castle dates back to around 1100 when a castle was founded by de Vesci, a nobleman from Normandy. His daughter married Eustace Fitz John who became Baron of Alnwick. Eustace saw to it that the castle’s fortifications were impregnable and it survived an attack by William the Lion, King of Scotland in 1172. Not that William gave up, he tried again a couple of years later but, bad luck – the English captured him and later he signed a treaty acknowledging fealty to King Henry II to regain his freedom. However, that was rescinded in 1189 by King Richard I for 10,000 silver marks, to pay for Richard’s participation in the third crusade.

         The castle has witnessed several new brooms – perhaps apt considering its connection to Harry Potter – having a series of owners, and was purchased in 1309 from the Bishop of Durham by wealthy Henry Percy. Henry and his son spent years developing the castle and made it a significant fortress, an important military post against Scottish and border reivers – that is those people who raided and stole goods in the area where Scotland meets England. Things were so fraught between the two countries that in 1433 King Henry VI granted a licence to the town of Alnwick to be enclosed in a wall to help protect it from attack by the Scots.
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         In the 17th century the castle fell into disrepair but in the mid-18th century architects Daniel Garrett, James Paine and Robert Adam set about transforming it and the grounds. In the mid-19th century the castle was done up again, with the exterior reflecting its medieval origins.

         Over the years Alnwick has served as a military outpost, a teaching college, a refuge for evacuees and of course as a family home. One of its most glamorous functions is as a film set. It first appeared in Prince Valiant in 1954, and there have been twelve more productions featuring the site since then. After all, it does have a dramatic appearance. It has appeared in television programmes Downton Abbey (2014 and 2015) and Blackadder (1983), and had star appearances in Robin Hood: Prince of Thieves (1991), Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets (2002) and Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone (2001).

         Following in Harry’s footsteps it was felt it would be a good idea to introduce broomstick flying training for visitors from the resident wizards. And for those who decide to have a go, they can take home photos of their successful flight, to show other muggles. Lessons are as popular with adults as they are with kids and take place several times a day, but ideally should be booked online in advance. The castle holds special events throughout the year and it’s probably no surprise that one of these is Wizard Week, where visitors can enjoy all sorts of spell-binding sorcery and visit locations where scenes from the Harry Potter films were shot.

         Coming back down to earth, visitors can see the magnificent richly-decorated State Rooms with ceilings inspired by the Vatican and Castle St Angelo in Rome. There are two baroque cabinets which were made especially for the Palace of Versailles and an explosion of paintings with works by Titian, Canaletto and Van Dyke. A library of 15,000 books is said to be the family’s favourite room. The see-and-be-seen drawing room has a painted and gilded ceiling, silk wall hangings and a huge mirror above an ornate marble fireplace. Besides all that, the castle has a prestigious display of Meissen and Chelsea ceramics.

         When you’ve had enough of the serious side of visiting, you can have a bit of fun in the artisan’s courtyard, a representation of life in the 14th century. There you can dress up and create your own family fairy tale.

         There are three museums in the castle. One is the Museum of the Northumberland Fusiliers, not just an educational museum but hands-on too. There is another dressing-up room here where visitors can try on various uniforms. The Castle Museum was founded in 1826 by the 4th Duke of Northumberland and the Constable’s Tower, re-opened in 2018, has three floors of exhibits including items collected by various dukes from far flung places including America and Polynesia. One area is devoted to the Percy Tenantry Volunteers, a regiment set up at the end of the 18th century during the Napoleonic Wars. It displays lots of weaponry.

         The grounds of the castle are worth seeing too. Much of the area was designed by Capability Brown and more recently Jane Percy, the present Duchess, founded the Alnwick Garden. Inspired by the Medici poison garden in Italy, the Duchess also opened a Poison Garden in 2005. It is full to the brim with some seriously deadly poisonous and hallucinogenic plants, many of which have to be kept under lock and key. There is hemlock, deadly nightshade, digitalis, foxglove, mandrake, ricin and strychnine and what’s more, a copper snake sprays mist into the air to add a sense of mystery. And would you believe, despite being warned not to touch or smell the plants, it is not unheard of to find visitors who have ignored the warnings lying unconscious in the garden.

         
            Interesting facts about Alnwick Castle:

            • Famous warrior Harry Hotspur was born at Alnwick Castle around 1365, and was the son of the 1st Earl of Northumberland.

            • Algernon Percy, 4th Duke (1792–1865) was only twelve years old when he joined the navy.

            • One of the world’s largest wooden tree houses is in the garden and functions as a restaurant. It comes with wooden walkways and wobbly rope bridges.

            Address: Alnwick Castle, Greenwell Lane, Alnwick, NE66  1NQ

            Website: https://www.alnwickcastle.com

            Visitor information: The castle is open daily between the end of March and October. Although there are around 150 rooms in the castle, only six of them are open to the public, including the lavish State Rooms, Drawing Room, Dining Room, and Library. Regular events take place in the castle and gardens, see website for details.

         

         BLENHEIM PALACE, OXFORDSHIRE

         Home to the 12th Duke of Marlborough and birthplace of Sir Winston Churchill, Blenheim Palace is a UNESCO World Heritage Site and the only non-royal, non-episcopal English country house to hold the title of palace.

         
             

         

         Blenheim Palace was originally Woodstock Manor, a royal hunting lodge. Princess Elizabeth (later Queen Elizabeth I) was once imprisoned here for her alleged role in the Wyatt plot, which aimed to prevent Queen Mary’s marriage to King Philip of Spain.

         The manor house and grounds were given to John Churchill, 1st Duke of Marlborough, as a gift from Queen Anne and a grateful nation. A nice present to honour his victory as the military commander who led allied forces in the battle of Blenheim in the War of the Spanish Succession on 13 August 1704. Although the manor was in ruins, he was also granted the sum of £240,000 so that he could have a house built to commemorate what he had achieved.

         The Duke’s wife Sarah was a close friend of Queen Anne’s and became her Lady of the Bedchamber. Indeed it is suggested that there was a passion between the two women that went far beyond mere friendship. Anne’s father did not approve of the appointment, perhaps fearing that Sarah would dominate his daughter. Before long, lovesick Anne was at Sarah’s beck and call. Letters from Anne to Sarah show the extent of her feelings: ‘If I writ whole volumes I could never express how well I love you,’ she gushed. The formidable Sarah later wrote that Anne ‘desired to possess [me] wholly’. However, in those days attitudes to friendship and love were different than they are today, so although one can surmise, no one can actually be 100 per cent certain of the true nature of their relationship. It wasn’t all plain sailing though, because Sarah had a violent temper, and on one occasion there was a quarrel between her and the queen in St Paul’s Cathedral. The reason was that Sarah noticed Anne was not wearing the jewellery she had laid out for her. Sarah turned huffy and bickered with the queen inside the cathedral. Over time their arguments became more frequent, and the final straw to end the relationship was when Sarah tried to control how the queen mourned her dead husband.
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         During the 1800s, the family’s financial woes meant the 2nd Duke of Marlborough auctioned several books, paintings and furniture to clear his debts. The family’s financial situation then improved, indeed probably saving Blenheim from ruin, when during the 19th century two of the men married rich American heiresses. Jennie Jerome, daughter of a wealthy New Yorker became the wife of Lord Randolph Churchill, and then mother to Winston Churchill. In 1896 the 9th Duke of Marlborough also married a rich American, eighteen-year-old Consuelo Vanderbilt, who came on board with a dowry – and a large one at that – $2.5 million. She was a kindly person who regularly got involved with charity works and became known as the ‘Angel of Woodstock’. However, unfortunately it wasn’t a happy marriage, and the couple divorced. The 9th Duke remarried; his second wife was also American and a friend of Consuelo’s but they also later separated.

         There is a painting on view of the Marlborough Gem collection, items which were acquired by the 4th Duke in the mid-18th century. Unfortunately the gems themselves are no longer at Blenheim, since the 7th Duke sold the lot for £10,000 in 1875.

         Of course, the palace’s most famous occupant was Winston Churchill, grandson of the 8th Duke. He was born in a small room off the Great Hall. The birthplace was unintentional – his parents had decided the child should be born at their London home, however his premature arrival left them unprepared. His father, Randolph Churchill, described the unexpected nature of Winston’s birth in a letter to his mother-in-law: ‘She [Jennie] had a fall on Tuesday walking with the shooters, and a rather imprudent and rough drive in a pony carriage brought on the pains on Saturday night. We tried to stop them, but it was no use. They went on all Sunday. Of course the Oxford physician did not come. We telegraphed for the London man, Dr Hope, but he did not arrive till this morning. The country Dr is however a clever man, and the baby was safely born at 1.30 this morning after about eight hours of labour.’

         Between the saloon – a state dining room used by the family once a year on Christmas Day – and the Long Library are three interconnecting areas known as the First, Second and Third State Rooms. All three rooms have the Victory Tapestries hanging on the walls. These were commissioned by the 1st Duke of Marlborough from designer de Hondt and Brussels weaver Judocus de Vos and depict battlefield scenes in intricate and often gory detail.

         The magnificent Long Library was originally designed as a picture gallery, but now contains a collection of 10,000 books – an extraordinary treasure trove, largely compiled by the 9th Duke. Full-length portraits of Queen Anne, King William III and John Churchill, 1st Duke of Marlborough, hang on the walls. At one end are marble sculptures of Queen Anne and the 1st Duke. Just outside the Green Drawing Room meanwhile, a china cabinet holds Meissen porcelain which the 3rd Duke acquired in exchange for a pack of staghounds.

         Surrounding the palace are over 2,000 acres of Capability Brown parkland, lakes, fountains and formal gardens. A miniature train connects the palace to the pleasure gardens, where, among a range of fun activities for children, is the Marlborough maze, butterfly house, lavender garden and various exhibitions.

         
            Interesting facts about Blenheim Palace:

            • Productions filmed here include Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix (2007), Gulliver’s Travels (2010), Spectre (2015), The BFG (2016) and Transformers: The Last Knight (2017).

            • The palace has 200 rooms and 1,000 windows. When it was first built, window size was decided according to the importance of the person who lived in the room. Servants had smaller windows while family members of the duke and duchess were provided with large windows.

            • Blenheim Palace was turned into a convalescent home for wounded soldiers during the First World War and during the Second World War more than 400 boys were evacuated from Malvern College to the palace. For one academic year the state rooms became dormitories and classrooms. Blenheim Park and lake was used by the Home Guard in preparation for the D-Day landings.

            Address: Blenheim Palace, Woodstock, Oxfordshire, OX20 1PP

            Website: www.blenheimpalace.com

            Visitor information: Open to the public daily with events held throughout the year. The palace continues to develop new experiences and attractions each season and hosts special exhibitions, displays of contemporary art and seasonal specialist talks.

         

         BUCKINGHAM PALACE, LONDON

         More than 50,000 people visit Buckingham Palace each year as guests of Her Majesty the Queen at banquets, lunches, dinners, receptions and garden parties.

         
             

         

         In the 11th century, after the Norman Conquest, the site of Buckingham House was passed to Geoffrey de Mandeville, who donated it to the monks of Westminster Abbey, whose hands it stayed in until the 1500s. Previously known as Goring House and Arlington House, the 18th-century Tory politician John Sheffield, 3rd Earl of Mulgrave and Marquess of Normanby thought that it was old fashioned, and so demolished it, or most of it, to create Buckingham House, a grand London home. He named his home after himself, as he became the Duke of Buckingham in 1703. It stood where the palace is today.

         Further down the line, George III bought Buckingham House in 1762 for his wife Queen Charlotte to use as a family home. It wasn’t too far from St James’s Palace where many court functions were held. This was why at that time Buckingham House was known as the Queen’s House and fourteen of George and Charlotte’s fifteen children were born there.

         It wasn’t until 1826 when unpopular George IV was monarch that the house became a ‘palace’, although he never moved in. Even though the Duke of Wellington called George and his brothers ‘the damnedest millstones about the neck of any government that may be imagined’, the King generously said the Palace could be a new home for Parliament when the Palace of Westminster was destroyed by fire in 1834. The offer was declined.

         Queen Victoria took up residence in July 1837 and in June 1838 was the first British sovereign to leave for a coronation from Buckingham Palace. When she married Prince Albert in 1840, the Palace’s shortcomings were highlighted. One problem was a lack of nurseries, although obviously George III hadn’t found it a problem – and besides that, there weren’t enough bedrooms for visitors. After much deliberation, it was decided that the only thing to be done was to move the marble arch which now stands at the corner of Hyde Park and build a fourth wing, creating a quadrangle. That’s the kind of thing you can do if you’re a monarch.

         Edward VII was the only monarch to be born and die at Buckingham Palace. One of his dogs, a terrier named Caesar, having outlived the King, walked behind His Majesty’s coffin in the funeral procession. Both Prince Charles and Prince Andrew were born here and royal birth and death notices are still attached to the railings for the public to read, although they are also now announced on the royal website.

         Over the years, many distinguished figures have visited Buckingham Palace, after it became the sovereign’s London residence. Roll those credits for: Felix Mendelssohn, American President J.F. Kennedy, first man on the moon Neil Armstrong, Johann Strauss the Younger, Charles Dickens, Alfred Lord Tennyson, actor Laurence Olivier, Nelson Mandela and Mahatma Gandhi, who, it is recorded, wore a loin cloth and sandals to tea with King George V.

         Secret tunnels under London’s streets connect Buckingham Palace to the Palace of Westminster. The story goes that the Queen Mother once explored them with King George VI and while in the tunnels they came upon a man who said he was a friend of a friend who worked in the Palace. The Queen Mother is recorded as saying he was ‘a Geordie’ and ‘most courteous’.

         Like many old buildings, Buckingham Palace has the odd phantom or two, one of which is the ghost of a monk who died in the monastery’s punishment cell all those centuries ago. He is said to wear heavy chains and is dressed in brown, but for some reason only appears on the terrace over the gardens to the rear of the building on Christmas Day. Another ghost reputed to haunt the palace is that of Major John Gwynne, a private secretary to King Edward VII. Fearing disgrace in an upcoming divorce case, he shot himself in his office on the first floor and has been seen and heard at various times by members of staff.

         These days the palace, which is the venue for royal ceremonies, state visits and investitures, has 775 rooms, including nineteen state rooms, 52 royal and guest bedrooms, 188 staff bedrooms, 92 offices and 78 bathrooms. It also has its own post office, swimming pool, staff cafeteria, doctor’s surgery and cinema. Over 800 staff members are based at the palace, including caterers, housekeepers, horticulturalists and office staff. Some more unusual jobs include that of the fendersmith, whose job it is to clean and repair the metal fenders behind the fireplaces, and because there are more than 350 clocks and watches in the palace, two full-time horological conservators wind them up every week and keep them in good order.

         There is a helicopter landing area in the palace garden, as well as a lake and tennis courts and although this is in the middle of London, 30 different bird species live there with many varieties of wild flowers flourishing in the peaceful setting.
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             Interesting facts about Buckingham Palace:

            • In 1914 suffragettes seeking votes for women took their campaign to Buckingham Palace and two women chained themselves to the palace railings, as the royal family were seen to be against women having the right to vote.

            • A few years later Buckingham Palace was in the news again when it had nine direct bomb hits during the Second World War. PC Steve Robertson, a policeman on duty, was killed by flying debris in March 1941 when the north side of the palace was wrecked. A plaque in the garden commemorates him.

            • In 1608 King James I had the idea of planting a Mulberry Garden to the north of the present palace, in an attempt to foster the cultivation of silk worms. His idea was to make money by producing silk in England. However the idea was a non-starter and the Mulberry Garden was turned into a public recreation ground.

            Address: Buckingham Palace, Westminster, London SW1

            Website: www.royalcollection.org.uk/visit/the-state-rooms-buckingham-palace

            Visitor information: The State Rooms are open to the public from July to September and on selected dates from September to May.

         

         CHILLINGHAM CASTLE, NORTHUMBERLAND

         The 12th-century stronghold became the fully fortified Chillingham Castle in 1344 and was continuously owned by one family line, the Grey family and their descendants, the Earls of Tankerville, from the 1200s until 1932. The many commanding generals of the castle include a record eighteen Knights of the Garter.

         
             

         

         After the death of the 7th Earl in 1931, financial problems meant the castle fell into decay. Dry rot took hold; tower roofs collapsed, burst pipes meant flooding, windows lost their glass. It was awful. Then in the 1980s it was bought by Sir Humphry Wakefield and his wife, Katharine. Katharine, daughter of the former Lady Mary Grey, is a descendant of the family who established Chillingham.

         From the outside, Chillingham Castle looks rather like you might expect a medieval castle to look: massive stone walls topped with battlements overlooking the grounds. A fantastic example of medieval strength.

         King James’ drawing room is Chillingham’s finest apartment. Famous for its Elizabethan ceiling with finely moulded pendants, its walls are hung with tapestries and floral silk, copied from an antique design at Chatsworth. When renovations were underway after Sir Humphry’s purchase, an entire staircase was discovered which had been hidden inside a wall, while in an upper room, a walled-up fireplace was uncovered, containing a wonderful cache of more than 100 Tudor documents. These included papers relating to James VI of Scotland’s succession to Elizabeth I. The reason they were at Chillingham was because Lord Burghley, Elizabeth’s chief minister, used his godson, Ralph Grey, as a go-between.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         The Edward I room is named after the so-called ‘Hammer of the Scots’, and he paid a visit here in 1298. King Henry III also stayed here when he came by for his Scottish forays. The room has been restored to its 13th-century format and a gallery, weapons, armour and furnishings of the time added. One wall is dominated by two huge stone fireplaces – or so it seems. The fireplaces are actually set props, brought there for the filming of Elizabeth starring Cate Blanchett, in 1998.

         Today the castle is probably best known for its reputation as one of England’s most haunted castles. Well, it certainly seems to have a surplus of ghosts. The castle has its own paranormal team called ‘Chillingham Castle Uncovered’. Reports from visitors include: ‘I felt this hand on my arm. It was a most friendly feeling and I believe someone was trying to guide me to see something.’ Another said: ‘My camera just would not take a picture of the orbs and lighting I actually saw. Yet, when I developed my film, there were those same orbs, but in different places and rooms. Literally, all over the place!’ Another visitor said: ‘The guide told me not to be frightened and funnily I was quite happy, even with the distinct whispering I heard in the King Edward Room.’ Wow.

         One spectre is called the White Pantry Ghost. Long ago, when the family silver was stored in the pantry, a footman was employed to sleep there and guard it. He said a ghost, a lady dressed in white, begged him for water. This same pale figure is still seen at times and it is thought the longing for water suggests poisoning. In the chapel, voices of two men have been heard but never seen. More famous though is the ‘Radiant Boy’, who used to haunt the Pink Room and whose heart rending cries of fear or pain echoed through the corridors. As the cries faded away, a bright halo of light would appear and the figure of a boy dressed in blue is known to approach those sleeping in the room, so the story goes.

         Years later a child’s skeleton surrounded by scraps of blue cloth was found behind the wall during repair work. After a Christian burial, the ghost was seen no more – until Sir Humphry began letting the room. Some guests have spoken of a blue flash that comes from the wall and although it has been attributed to an electrical fault, Sir Humphry explains that there is no electrical wiring in that wall section. His home seems to be full of ghosts who he said were initially hostile to him but became friendlier as restoration progressed. They even saved him from potential serious injury when he fell off a ladder, by hurling him on to bales of hay some feet away.

         Another unquiet soul stalking the castle is Lady Berkeley, wife of Lord Grey, whose husband ran off with her sister, Henrietta. Lady Berkeley was left with only her baby daughter for company. The rustle of her dress is sometimes heard as her spirit sweeps along the corridors, presumably looking for her husband. A guide in the castle has encountered her several times. Spooky …

         The castle’s torture chamber is not for the squeamish, packed with torture instruments including a spiked chair and a stretching rack. All manner of grisly things took place here in years gone by and I have spoken to a medium who visited. She told me that it is haunted by barbaric torturer John Sage who did his terrible deeds around AD 1200. She said that while on a visit to the castle, when the guide was telling the group about him, she heard a creaking noise, saw the heavy door open and saw a dark shadow standing by the torture rack. Isn’t that scary?

         
            Interesting facts about Chillingham Castle:

            • The surrounding parkland is home to the historic Chillingham cattle, only survivors of the oldest known breed of cattle in the world. This small herd of ancient animals is a beautiful sight with their mottled white, scraggy faces, black noses and red fox-like ears. They have never been touched by human hand and no vet has ever treated one. Edward VII, once staying at the castle, thought it was fun to shoot dead the herd’s king bull. Just as well that these days the only shooting visitors do is with cameras.

            • Besides the cattle Chillingham Park has wildlife galore. Roe and fallow deer, brown hares, foxes and over 50 bird species including nuthatch, redstart and woodpeckers call this park home. The badgers are wary and tend to keep themselves to themselves, but ancient beech and oak trees planted around 1760 are home to the native red squirrel which you may catch sight of.

            • In 1832 King Louis Philippe of France came to stay and brought with him fine urns from Versailles Palace which are still on show in the castle today.

            Address: Chillingham Castle, Chillingham, Alnwick, Northumberland, NE66 5NJ

            Website: www.chillingham-castle.com

            Visitor information: The castle and grounds are open to the public seven months a year. Principal rooms are regularly opened to the public and licensed for weddings; one wing is reserved as private accommodation, another is divided into apartments let to holidaymakers, as is the 18th-century Coach House. Those brave folks who would like to delve deeper into Chillingham’s paranormal activity can attend an all-night vigil. The castle also holds ghost tours throughout the year and if you are part of a group of ten or more, there is the option to have a candlelit meal by an open fire in the Minstrels’ Hall beforehand.

         

         CORFE CASTLE, DORSET

         A survivor of the English Civil War, partially demolished in 1646 by the Parliamentarians. The name Corfe comes from an old English word meaning cutting or gap. It was one of England’s first stone castles; in general, earlier castles were built with wood and earth.

         
             

         

         The first stone of Corfe castle was laid more than 1,000 years ago and since then it has been at the centre of battles, plots and mysteries. It has had multiple uses – as a treasury, military garrison, family home and royal residence.

         The castle was built during William the Conqueror’s reign, for defensive purposes. The stone keep at the heart of the castle was built in the early 12th century for King Henry I, William the Conqueror’s son. Let me mention here, for those not sure what a keep is, it is the most fortified part of a castle and has several floors and strong defences. The introduction of keeps allowed separate living areas for the main occupants so that they were not in close proximity to the servants, and the basement of the keep often served as a prison. The word ‘keep’ is the English term for the French donjon, which was itself taken and anglicised to form today’s ‘dungeon’.

         King John’s reign from 1199 to 1216 had its ups and downs and Corfe Castle became a refuge for this insecure monarch who had a penchant for inflicting cruelty on those who annoyed him. It was also somewhere to lock up political prisoners and was where the King ordered the deaths of 24 French prisoners of war by starvation. However, his cruel streak aside, he did like the castle and spent somewhere in the region of £1,400 on doing it up and adding new apartments. When you take into account that a medium-size strong castle at that time would cost around £2,000 to build from scratch, you can see that John spent a vast sum of money. Incidentally, records tell that John liked life’s finer things and was fastidious about personal cleanliness, so much so that he had a bath eight times between January and June in 1209!
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         In 1244, Henry III ordered the Corfe keep to be whitewashed, following in the footsteps of the Tower of London, which was whitewashed four years before.

         Further down the line, Queen Elizabeth I sold the castle to her Lord Chancellor, Sir Christopher Hatton, in 1572. He in turn sold it in 1635 to Sir John Bankes, Attorney General to Charles I who bought it as a private residence. It suited the wealthy family who owned parts of the county of Dorset. In 1640, Sir John’s status was given another boost when King Charles I appointed him Chief Justice of the Common Pleas. Sir John and his wife Lady Mary set about refurbishing the castle at great expense with spectacular tapestries, carpets, furniture, books and paintings.

         On the outbreak of the Civil War in 1642, Sir John went off to support King Charles and the cavaliers against Oliver Cromwell’s roundheads while Lady Mary and their younger daughters stayed at Corfe. In 1643, with a Royalist garrison of about 80 men, Lady Mary endured a siege of the castle by Parliamentary forces and became known as ‘Brave Dame Mary’. Apparently, her courageousness included throwing stones and hot embers over the castle walls, so helping repel the rebels and prevent them from gaining access. That, together with the strength of the castle and the subsequent approach of Royalist forces, meant that the attackers failed in their attempts. However, some historians doubt whether Lady Mary was actually ever there at that time …

         Anyway, the castle wasn’t so lucky during the second siege in 1645. It was plundered, the fine and fancy furnishings were removed and it was blown up.

         After the Restoration of 1660 the Bankes family regained their property and it remained in their ownership for the next 3,500 years although they decided not to rebuild it. The ruined castle and surrounding land remained with the family until 1982 when Ralph Bankes gave the estate to the National Trust.

         
            Interesting facts about Corfe Castle:

            • Ravens nest at Corfe Castle and buzzards, falcons and redstarts can also be seen there.

            • The original arrow slits and murder holes can still be seen in the castle walls. The murder holes were used for pouring boiling water or oil on anyone attacking the castle.

            • Children’s author Enid Blyton allegedly found inspiration from Corfe Castle and used it as the basis for Kirrin Island in her popular Famous Five book series.

            Address: Corfe Castle, Wareham, Dorset, BH20 5EZ

            Website: www.nationaltrust.org.uk/corfe-castle

         

         Visitor information: Corfe Castle is managed by the National Trust. The castle regularly hosts events of various kinds including living history days when volunteers dress, eat and live as they would have done in Norman and medieval times.

         Facilities include a gift shop, tea room, parking and information points.

         HAMPTON COURT PALACE, SURREY

         Built on the site of an 11th-century manor house, Hampton Court Palace was rebuilt in 1529 by King Henry VIII in a style to rival Versailles.

         
             

         

         ‘Hampton Court is as noble and uniform a pile, and as capacious as any Gothic architecture can have made it … The great hall is a most magnificent room …’ so said John Evelyn, diarist (1662).

         The transformation of the 500-year-old Tudor palace was Cardinal Wolsey’s doing. He intended to create a grand building where he could host not only the king and the royal court but also monarchs from across Europe. He spent enormous amounts of money but did ultimately create a palace fit for a king. In fact, he was so successful in his work that King Henry VIII eventually took Hampton Court for himself and, once he’d renovated and expanded, he went on to bring all his six wives here. It was one of his favourite residences and by the 1530s, besides being a magnificent palace, was also a hotel, theatre and vast leisure complex. The King’s power shone through his lavish banquets and extravagant court life. There was accommodation for courtiers inside the palace while in the west front of the courtyard there were 30 suites of lodgings available for fine and fancy folks.

         When William III and Mary II acceded to the throne in 1689, they commissioned Sir Christopher Wren to build a new baroque palace. The building included a special kitchen, the Chocolate Kitchen, because at the time chocolate was relatively new in England and an expensive luxury. The Chocolate Kitchen was a small but specialised series of rooms where royally-appointed chocolate makers prepared the expensive delicacy for the royals. They turned cocoa beans into chocolate cakes, a laborious process. ‘Cakes’ in this case mean ‘pieces’, which were stored on wax paper. Today visitors can see the equipment and examples of ingredients and different flavourings used. The inclusion of this kitchen in the new part of the palace demonstrated the wealth, power and modernity of William and Mary’s court.

         Later, Georgian kings and princes were forever in and out of Hampton Court and when the royals left in 1737 impoverished ‘grace and favour’ aristocrats moved in.

         The palace is said to be haunted by Henry VIII’s fifth wife Catherine Howard, who has been seen wandering restlessly through the rooms, as she probably did when she was there under house arrest after being charged with adultery. A story goes that she ran along the gallery to the chapel where the King was at Mass to beg his forgiveness, but before she could reach him, she was seized by guards and dragged screaming back to her rooms. Well, it was never a good bet to marry King Henry VIII, although he had showered her with jewels and genuinely cared for her until he thought she had been unfaithful to him with Thomas Culpepper. Culpepper also lost his head for his part in the alleged affair. Visitors are said to have heard her ghostly shrieks. Another phantom comes in the shape of Henry’s third wife, Jane Seymour, who has been spotted walking in the cobbled grounds of Clock Court. On the anniversary of the birth of her son Edward, she is said to ascend the stairs leading to the Silver Stick Gallery, dressed in a white robe and carrying a candle. 

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         Besides the phantoms, the palace is famous for its maze, planted in the 17th century. It covers a third of an acre, is trapezoid in shape and is the UK’s oldest surviving hedge maze. In Jerome K. Jerome’s Three Men in a Boat (1889) the maze gets a mention: ‘We’ll just go in here, so that you can say you’ve been, but it’s very simple. It’s absurd to call it a maze. You keep on taking the first turning to the right. We’ll just walk around for ten minutes, and then go and get some lunch.’ However, the character, Harris, leads the tourists into the maze and they subsequently get lost for hours.

         Queen Victoria opened the palace to the public in 1838 and now it is one of six in the UK maintained by the Historic Royal Palaces charity.

         
            Interesting facts about Hampton Court Palace:

            • In William and Mary’s time, the royals would usually take their chocolate as a breakfast drink. It was often served in the bedroom, as part of a ritual known as the levee, where the King or Queen would ceremoniously get dressed in front of a special chosen few.

            • Henry VIII’s kitchens at Hampton Court Palace were the largest in Tudor England. Two hundred cooks, sergeants, grooms and pages worked to produce over 800 meals a day for the King’s household. It couldn’t have been a very pleasant place to work though by all accounts because a Spanish visitor to the Tudor court in 1554 said the kitchens were ‘veritable hells, such is the stir and bustle in them … there is plenty of beer here, and they drink more than would fill the Valladolid river’.

            • William Shakespeare’s company, the ‘King’s Men’, performed in the palace for James I over Christmas and New Year 1603–4.

            Address: Hampton Court Palace, East Molesey, Surrey KT8 9AU

            Website: www.hrp.org.uk/hampton-court-palace

         

         Visitor information: The palace is exceedingly visitor-friendly. Daily programmes are available and there are cafés and shopping facilities in the grounds. Regular themed events take place inside and outside. Buggies and pushchairs can be taken round the palace and there are dedicated facilities for the disabled with carer tickets and wheelchair hire available. It is advisable to wear sensible footwear when visiting due to uneven surfaces and cobbles.

         The Magic Garden is where to get up close and personal with mythical beasts, besiege the towers and explore the secret grotto. The 250-year-old Great Vine, the world’s largest grapevine, can also be marvelled at.

         Besides Henry’s private apartments and the vast Tudor kitchens, visitors can see England’s oldest real tennis courts, where Henry played when he was a boy.

         And where better to throw a party fit for a young king or queen? See website for arranging a child’s birthday party with a difference. 

         LEEDS CASTLE, KENT

         Confusingly, Leeds Castle is not in Leeds, but outside Maidstone in the English county of Kent. It is so named because around 850 the land was owned by a Saxon nobleman named Led or Leed who originally created a wooden structure on two islands in the River Len. Today the castle stands on the site of the Royal Manor, built in 857.

         
             

         

         Listed in the Domesday Book, Leeds Castle has had many incarnations – as a Norman stronghold; a Jacobean country house; a Georgian mansion; and an elegant early 20th-century retreat for the rich and famous. It was also the private property of six medieval queens; Eleanor, Isabella, Philippa of Hainault (wife of Edward III), Joan of Navarre, Catherine de Valois and Catherine of Aragon. Elizabeth I was also imprisoned here for a time before her coronation. No wonder the castle is referred to as the ‘Castle of Queens, Queen of Castles’.

         The first stone castle on the site was built in 1119 by a Norman baron during the reign of William the Conqueror’s son Henry I. The smaller of the two islands in the River Len was used to build the keep, while the larger island was used for the bailey. In 1278 it came into the possession of Queen Eleanor of Castile, Edward I’s first wife, who acquired it in exchange for clearing the debts of one-time owner William de Leyburn. After Eleanor died, Edward gave it to his second wife, Queen Margaret of France. After she died in 1318 ownership again reverted to the Crown.

         For the next three centuries the castle trundled along as a royal residence, before becoming a private home. A family called St Leger bought it in the 1550s and sold it in 1618 to a Sir Richard Smythe. It was subsequently handed down through a network of interlinked families.

         In 1926 the castle was purchased by Anglo-American heiress Lady Baillie, who set about modernising it to suit her particular style. This society hostess liked to throw weekend house parties at the castle inviting politicians, aristocracy and stars of the silver screen including Errol Flynn, Charlie Chaplin, Douglas Fairbanks Jr. and David Niven. Lady Baillie also had a private cinema installed for her guests in the Maiden’s Tower where there were also bachelor apartments.

         In 1940 the castle was a temporary home for some ill-fated expeditionary forces who were repatriated after the retreat from Dunkirk. Severely burned pilots recuperated here too after being treated by Sir Archibald McIndoe at East Grinstead Hospital.

         When Lady Baillie died in 1974 ownership of the castle was transferred to the Leeds Castle Foundation and it was subsequently opened to the public. Since then it has been used for a number of international events including the Northern Ireland peace talks in 2004.

         Of course, Leeds Castle is something of a beauty queen and as you might expect has been the backdrop for film and television productions including the 1949 film Kind Hearts and Coronets; a BBC production of Shakespeare’s Henry VIII in 1979; Lady Jane in 1986 starring Helena Bonham Carter; and in 2016 The Hollow Crown: The Wars of the Roses with Benedict Cumberbatch. TV shows filmed here include the BBC’s Bargain Hunt and Antiques Roadshow.

         One of the garden’s most intriguing elements is the manmade maze. For starters, this wonder has over 2,000 yew trees and is square in shape. But here’s the thing, when seen from above it looks circular! Fun indeed but it does add to the problem of finding your way round. If you reach the centre, you’ll see an amazing grotto representing the underworld which features mythical beasts painstakingly created from shells. The domed ceiling is decorated with black and white swans, symbols of alchemy and of Leeds Castle itself. The further in you go the designs become more macabre, with bones emerging from walls, fish flying and creatures encrusted on the walls walking upside down, and the whole thing is sprinkled with exotic minerals. Behind bars, guarding the final chamber, is the squatting figure of a life-sized mythical green man holding a bronze key. In legend the Green Man has pagan roots and symbolises woodland spirits and rebirth. He is there to ward off evil spirits.
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         The castle’s one-time stables are a must-visit for dog lovers as this is where to find the Dog Collar Museum. It is crammed with a collection of historic collars spanning 500 years. The earliest, dating back to the late 15th century is a Spanish iron herd mastiff’s collar, which would have been worn for protection against roaming wolves and bears. Others in the collection include ornate baroque gilt collars, 19th-century silver collars and 20th-century collars fashioned from tyres, beads and plastic. Your four-legged friend would love to have a sniff round here, but unfortunately, dogs are not admitted.
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