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This book is dedicated to all the men and women, from all walks of life, who have enriched and contributed to our country and its history.


Their footprint from the past is recognized in the present and will hopefully inspire others in the future.
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This is a noble and endlessly fascinating cause.


For me, history is about people-watching. Looking at those who made a mark on the past is particularly rewarding, because that is how we learn so much through their triumphs and disappointments. They are a benchmark against which we can measure an age, as well as our own era.


There are few things that add to a journey more than spotting a blue plaque, and having my memory jogged about a noteworthy figure from the past. Political and military greats are of course commemorated with statues across the land. But more intriguing are the plaques dedicated to artists, musicians and social innovators whose roll-call gives a clue to what Britain is all about.


Mike Read loves this country, and he loves the past. This book brings together his twin passions in a cleverly crafted way. He avoids jingoistic nonsense, while celebrating individual brilliance and quirkiness – things that England has provided in abundance.


- Charles, 9th Earl Spencer
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It was William Ewart, MP and pioneer of free libraries, who first came up with the notion of commemorating the homes of celebrated people with historical markers. The idea was taken up by the Society of Arts, which later became the Royal Society of Arts. How wonderful, then, that his own name appears on a blue plaque, albeit for his work on public libraries and not for suggesting the commemorative plaque scheme.


The first blue plaque was erected to Lord Byron in 1867, but the house (in Holles Street) was later demolished, leaving the oldest existing plaque as the one commemorating Napoleon III in King Street, St James’s, Westminster, which was put up later that same year.


In 1901, the newly-formed London County Council took over the responsibility for the scheme, which remained under the municipal umbrella until the demise of the Greater London Council in 1986. It then passed to English Heritage, the scheme still focusing, as it always had, on London.


A blue plaque is a recognised symbol of our national heritage, a living footprint of our history, and serves as a permanent reminder of important contributions to the history of the country, commemorating notable, influential, and successful people from all walks of life.


English Heritage is a fantastic organisation, continuing to concentrate solely on the capital when it comes to blue plaques. As there are many worthy recipients across the whole of the country, and technology has led to an increased demand for more immediate recognition, other organisations have answered the call to arms. As well as several local schemes, national organisations such as The British Plaque Trust and the Heritage Foundation have installed blue plaques across the nation over the last twenty-five years.


My publisher suggested that I simply start with a current plaque and then link, by whatever means, to the next; I enjoy a challenge. Of course, it would be easy to remain in the same genre as there are easier and more obvious connections, so I have tried to go for unusual or unlikely links where possible.
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	Look for the little link icon that illustrates the logical step between one entry and the nexr.








In 2017, for BBC Music Day, almost fifty plaques were erected in conjunction with the British Plaque Trust to commemorate our musical heritage across all genres, including pop, rock, folk, jazz, classical, and opera. Only one artist featured on three plaques - David Bowie. A very good place to start.










DAVID BOWIE


Bowie songs such as Starman, Suffragette City, Moonage Daydream, All the Young Dudes and The Jean Genie were all published by Titanic Music and recorded at Trident Studios, St Anne’s Court, Soho. The plaque erected there in June 2017 by the BBC and the British Plaque Trust already features on guided tours. Another plaque that features Bowie went up on Hull railway station, the terminus being the start point for Bowie’s backing group The Spiders from Mars.
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Bowie is also commemorated in Maidstone, where he was part of the group the Mannish Boys during 1964 and 1965. He was still David Jones then, and lived some of the time in a van in London’s Denmark Street to be close to where the action was. Denmark Street was known as Tin Pan Alley, which is also featured in this book, and now has its own blue plaque. In the 1960s, the street was home to most of the UK’s best-known and most successful publishers, so there was no more logical or ideal place to hang out if you were an aspiring songwriter.


He was determined to be a star, and as well as his stint with the Mannish Boys, he tried name changes such as Davy Jones, David Jones & the Lower Third, and David Bowie & the Buzz, even releasing the comedy song The Laughing Gnome, and an album very much in the vocal style of Anthony Newley.


It wasn’t until he was put together with producer Tony Visconti (in Tin Pan Alley) that things started to happen. Space Oddity launched a career that saw Bowie have hits from the late 1960s through to the late 2000s, including six studio albums, 10 live albums, 51 compilation albums and 128 singles, including five UK number ones.


He topped the singles chart with Space Oddity, Ashes to Ashes, Under Pressure (with Queen), Let’s Dance, and Dancing in the Street (with Mick Jagger). His bestselling albums included Hunky Dory, Aladdin Sane, Pin Ups, Diamond Dogs, The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust, and Young Americans.


Success would last until, and beyond, his untimely death in 2016. In 2017, the unsigned, hand-written lyrics to Starman sold at auction for over $81,000.




[image: Illustration]







[image: Illustration]

















	[image: Illustration]


	As well as several of Bowie’s early songs being published by Titanic, Bowie’s father, Haywood ‘John’ Stenton Jones, was a promotions officer for Dr. Barnardo’s, (another blue plaque recipient featured in this book) and was born in 1912, the same year that the Titanic sank.
















EDWARD SMITH


The Titanic’s captain, Edward John Smith, was an officer in the British Merchant Navy who joined the White Star Line in 1880, and later commanded several of their ships, including the Baltic, Adriatic, and Olympic. He was given command of the Titanic, which left Belfast for Southampton on 2nd April 1912, where she spent six days being prepared for her maiden voyage.


Captain Smith arrived on board at 7.30am on the day of departure, with a brief lifeboat drill taking place half an hour later. The first leg was the 84 miles to Cherbourg, where 22 unwittingly lucky passengers disembarked. 274 less fortunate boarded. At Queenstown, seven more disembarked and would probably talk about their good fortune for the rest of their lives. Another 120 boarded. It was scheduled as a return trip, with the journey back including a stop at Plymouth. There was no return trip.
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The Titanic was four days into her crossing, on 15th April, when she struck an iceberg and sank, with the loss of over 1,500 lives. Smith himself went down with the ship. He was last heard shouting through a megaphone, ‘Well boys, do your best for the women and children and look out for yourselves.’ The last sighting of him was as a lone figure on the bridge. He was seen for many years as the epitome of the British stiff upper lip.


There is an unusually-styled plaque dedicated to Smith at his birthplace, 51, Well Street, Hanley, and a statue was erected to commemorate him in Beacon Park, Lichfield, in 1914. Ninety-eight years later, in 2012, a blue plaque was unveiled at 17, Marine Crescent, Sefton, Liverpool, where he lived from 1898 to 1907.
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The British have always been a nation for not letting the side down, for rules, codifying and captaining, especially in the sporting arena. This is epitomised by Sir Henry Newbolt’s Vitai Lampada:


‘But his captain’s hand on his shoulder smote,


‘Play up! Play up! And play the game.’


Apt then, that we move from a captain of one sort to another.

















LEN HUTTON


We have always placed great importance on captains. If it goes wrong, as it did for Captain Smith, questions are asked and fingers point. If all goes well, there are accolades and rewards.
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Sir Len Hutton, who skippered the England test team from 1952 to 1955, shares a blue plaque with fellow England batsman Herbert Sutcliffe, 1894-1978, with whom Hutton first appeared at the crease for Yorkshire in 1935, at the age of eighteen.


The senior had coached him in his garden while Hutton was still playing for his school. They both appeared in the same Yorkshire XI during the second half of the 1930s, Sutcliffe nearing the end of his career, and Hutton at the dawn of his. Len Hutton would captain the England test team from 1952 to 1955.


Hutton also has another plaque on his birthplace at Fulneck, Pudsey, near Leeds. Hutton played in 79 test matches between 1935 and 1955 and scored 364 runs against Australia in only his sixth test appearance, which remains an England test record.


He became the first professional 20th century cricketer to captain England in test matches, and is still regarded as one of the greatest batsmen in the history of the game.
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The plaque unveiled by Len Hutton’s sons, John and Richard, in 1916 at Pudsey St Lawrence Cricket Ground, where both Hutton and Sutcliffe began their careers.




[image: Illustration]

















	[image: Illustration]


	
The bat used by Hutton on 27th December 1948, when he scored the world record opening partnership of 359 with Cyril Washbrook at Johannesburg, is in the MCC museum at Lord’s Cricket Ground.


The site of Lord’s Cricket Ground 1811-1813 itself displays a blue plaque that celebrates the history of the ground, with Hutton and many others contributory players in the iconic status of the current ground.


Hutton notched up 812 runs at Lord’s in just twelve matches, his highest score being 196.

















LORD’S CRICKET GROUND


Lord’s Cricket ground was initially created on Dorset Fields, now Dorset Square, and was founded by Thomas Lord who has a plaque in his honour at his birthplace in Thirsk.
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The first match played there was in 1787 and the Marylebone Cricket Club (MCC) set down the Code of Laws of the game. The first Eton v Harrow match was also played there, in 1805. This is now referred to as ‘Lord’s Old Ground’.


In 1809, with London expanding rapidly and rents rising, Lord dug up the turf and relocated to a second cricket ground in Eyre’s Estate, St. John’s Wood, the Dorset Fields site yielding to the inevitable just two years later.


The second ground proved to be unpopular and lacking in atmosphere, but this time London’s development was on Lord’s side. The new Regent’s Canal was scheduled to cut right through the outfield of his new ground, so with £4,000 compensation he took another site, also on the Eyre Estate, which he’d been offered. Again, Lord removed the turf and re-laid it a few hundred yards to the north-west.


The earliest known match on the new pitch was between the MCC and Hertfordshire on 22nd June 1814, and the ground continues to be hallowed turf for cricket fans around the world.


Not surprisingly, with so many English settlers, cricket was played in British North America from the 1700s and by the time of the US Civil War was vying with baseball for popularity. As baseball grew, cricket declined.
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Although Buddy Holly’s group were named after the insect and not the sport, when Buddy Holly & the Crickets flew in to London in late February 1958 for what would be their only UK tour, their English record label knew the ideal PR story for the media. The group was driven to Whisky A Go Go for The Crickets to be photographed being taught to play cricket by Len Hutton’s team-mates, England batsman, Denis Compton (who has a stand named after him at Lords), and England wicket-keeper, Godfrey Evans.


It was all good PR, and for a new young American star to be linked with two of Britain’s greatest sportsmen was no bad thing..

















BUDDY HOLLY & THE CRICKETS


Charles Hardin Holley was born on September 7, 1936, in Lubbock, Texas. He acquired his nickname from his mother, who thought that ‘Buddy’ was far more of a fitting name for her litde boy. His surname was misspelled on his first recording contract, and the stage name ‘Buddy Holly’ stuck.


He was musically talented from a very early age and became a regular perfomer during his teens. On February 13th 1955, Buddy Holly appeared as half of the duo Buddy & Bob, at the bottom of a bill at Lubbock, Texas, Fairpark Coliseum. Top of the bill was Elvis Presley, who lent Buddy his Martin guitar. Holly opened twice more that year for Elvis at the same venue.
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It is not an exaggeration to say that Elvis was a huge influence on the young Holly, and his bandmates (later to become known as The Crickets) testified to the role that Elvis’ music played in shaping Holly’s sound. However, Holly would become a hugely influential performer and songwriter in his own right, and one who helped shape the sound of modern popular music. He wrote commerical hits that are still played to this day, such as his breakthrough hit That’ll be the Day (inspired by a line in the John Wayne film The Searchers) in 1957, and Peggy Sue. The Beatles named themselves as an echo of The Crickets, and Holly inspired fledgling talents such as the 17-year-old Bob Dylan, who saw what was to be Buddy’s final tour in 1958. The Rolling Stones were also to score their first chart hit with a cover of Buddy Holly’s Not Fade Away in 1964.


It was during this tour that Buddy Holly took the fateful flight which would tragically claim his fife, at just 22 years of age, when his plane crashed shortly after it left the ground. Also aboard were fellow Rock ‘n’ Roll acts Richie Valens and The Big Bopper. There were no survivors.
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	Buddy Holly’s musical hero and chief influence Elvis Presley recorded the song Harbour Lights during his first commercial recording session at Sun Studios for Sam Phillips on July 5th 1954, and it was his first ever first track to go on tape. The song was written by Jimmy Kennedy.
















JIMMY KENNEDY


Jimmy Kennedy got the idea for the song Harbour Lights after taking a wrong turning en route from Southampton to Weybridge and finding himself in the car park of an inn called the Harbour Lights at Cosham, near Portsmouth.


First sung by Frances Langford, it became the UK’s bestselling song of 1937, being recorded by numerous big bands of the day including Ambrose and his Orchestra. The song became popular all over again in 1950 when Guy Lombardo’s version climbed to No. 2 with six other versions also selling well, including a rendition by Bing Crosby and Vera Lynn, who recorded it more than once.


Ten years later, Harbour Lights got a third bite of the cherry when The Platters had a big hit with it. Other artists who have recorded the song include Rudy Vallee, Pat Boone, Sammy Kaye, Ray Anthony, Clyde McPhatter, The Ink Spots, Bing Crosby, Jerry Lee Lewis, and Engelbert Humperdinck.
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Kennedy was the most successful British songwriter in the US, until Lennon and McCartney, as well as having an amazing run in the UK. Kennedy wrote or co-wrote such classics as The Hokey Cokey, Teddy Bears’ Picnic, Lili Marlene, Red Sails in the Sunset, South of the Border, My Prayer, Istanbul (Not Constantinople), The Isle of Capri, We’re Going to Hang Out the Washing (On the Siegfried Line) and Love Is Like a Violin.


The blue plaque for Jimmy Kennedy and Harbour Lights was erected at the hostelry as part of BBC Music Day in 2017 and unveiled by his son Jimmy. The song remains one of the most requested in America. It’s also something pretty special for a writer when Elvis Presley’s first ever recording is not only your creation, but was also inspired by a British pub.
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	When Elvis made his first ever appearance on CBS’s Ed Sullivan Show in the States, on September 9th 1956, he pulled in viewing figures of 72 million. The host, unusually, wasn’t Ed Sullivan, who was recuperating after a car accident, but English actor Charles Laughton who deputised for a couple of weeks.
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