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Writer’s new tale

After 13 years as chief
executive of Bristol
Charities, David Jones
has now decided to step
down. In his farewell
feature for Bristol Times
he takes a look at the
city’s philanthropists
and their legacy

My Brunel
twist to a
murder
mystery

Gerry Brooke talks to
Bristolian Rob Wallace
about his forthcoming
book and play, a
mystery based around
the life of Isambard
Kingdom Brunel
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● David Jones at the gates of the John Foster almshouse in Colston Street

Merchants took pride in giving to
Severn, with “his scanty garments in
a handkerchief and with only a few
pence in his pocket” to train as an
apprentice in Bristol’s wine trade.
It’s said that he seduced his master’s widow in a wine cellar and then
married her.
Whitson is remembered today as
the founder of The Red Maids’ School,
but his contribution to Bristol went
wider.
His monologue, “The Aged Christian’s Final Farewell to the World and
its Vanities – a Pious Meditation”
provides an insight into his thinking
(towards the end of his life) when he
condemned the amassing of wealth
as, “the idols of earthly minds”.
This book – combined with a short
description by his godson John Aubrey – provides some human detail to
the rather forbidding persona shown
in his portrait.
A keen falconer, Whitson “lived

nobly; kept a plentiful table and was
the most popular magistrate in Bristol”.
He was an important merchant,
sending ships to France, Spain and
the Mediterranean trading in lead,
cloth, and leather in return for wine,
currants and alum.
During the 1590s he was a member
of a syndicate which fitted out two
privateers, authorised to attack foreign ships during wartime.
He donated the proceeds from his
share of two enemy prizes to various
Bristol almshouses.
A member of Bristol’s Council for
40 years, he was elected as mayor on
two occasions (1603 and 1615) and
served as one of the city’s MPs on five
occasions.
This successful Bristol merchant,
with a major civic and parliamentary
career – a true “rags to riches” story –
then displayed significant generosity

as a philanthropist.
Why was the merchant class so
generous?
Apart from moral and religious
reasons was the expectation that a
successful merchant should leave behind some form of charitable giving,
but that alone is not sufficient to
explain its scale.
It would have been largely due to
civic pride, the recognition that the
merchant class, as the “ablest and
richest” social grouping, should take
a leading role in all local and public
affairs, including social welfare.
With the merchant class still living
in the centre of the city – in Corn
street, St Nicholas Street and Small
Street – and with the surrounding
streets and alleys occupied by the less
well off, would have been very difficult to ignore the poverty.
Of course there were good, practical reasons for the merchants’ phil-

● Bristol merchant John Whitson
who founded the Red Maids’ School

those in need
anthropy.
Rioting, starving people were a
threat to law and order and an impediment to good business.
Bristol’s merchant benefactors
founded schools, almshouses, a wide
range of grant giving charities, funds
to improve the city’s roads and even
loan schemes to assist people starting
up new businesses.
The merchants recognised that
education could provide the most effective means of addressing poverty.
Despite this the class had, until the
end of the 16th century, a generally
poor reputation.
They did not conform to the traditional idea that status derives from
land ownership but were in business
to make money with its reputation
for, “avarice and rapacity.”
In Bristol, this new, relatively small
class – it rarely exceeded more than
one hundred – proved their gener-

osity and their pride in what was then
the second city in the realm.
Creating schools and almshouses
appealed to the commercially minded
merchant who wanted the maximum
lasting benefit from his hard earned
charitable contribution.
Putting aside their motives, this
aspect of Bristol’s history is rarely
mentioned and their efforts ignored.
The city’s merchant may not seem
the most exciting subject for study yet
their lives were often quite extraordinary, shaping social and cultural institutions in the period
leading up to the Civil War and beyond.
I have been extremely fortunate
that my job has allowed me to continue to implement the objects of
those many benefactors who wanted
their endowments to do something
worthwhile for Bristolians.
It has indeed been a privilege.

HE idea of a murder
mystery, a work of fiction based around that
great engineer Isambard Kingdom Brunel,
started with a conversation in a pub between
myself and writer Robert Wallace.
What about writing a drama, enthused Rob, which involved many of
IKB’s creations, in particular those
relating to a rail journey across England from east to west.
Starting off at Paddington station it
would follow the Great Western Railway (GWR) through the Box tunnel to
Temple Meads.
The story would then take the reader to the Royal Western Hotel (the
building’s facade is still there, behind
City Hall) before ending at the ss
Great Britain.
“I wanted to recreate a ripping,
Victorian yarn, a bit like John
Buchan’s, full of adventure but with a
bit of romance too,” said Rob.
“It’s a tale of treachery and betrayal
– with a twist.
“I wanted to create a real page
turner, something that you didn’t
want to put down.
“In fact I sat down and wrote it in
one go, as the Victorian characters,
such as the solicitor Cornelius Arbuthnot, took on a life of their own.”
Rob envisaged a story that would
both start and end on Brunel’s great
iron ship in August, 1852 – the month
that she sailed off on her first ever
voyage to Melbourne, Australia –
with the intrigue sandwiched
in-between.
The narrative would be based upon
historical fact – Brunel’s grand vision of a single-ticket journey by rail
and sea from London to New York, via
Bristol.
Had the engineer’s plans come to
fruition, says Rob, then it would have
led to great prosperity for Bristol.
As things turned out, however, the
ss Great Britain ended up sailing
from Liverpool.
“I spent quite a long time researching the facts, the siting of railway
stations etc., before I introduced my
characters, who are fictitious – except for Brunel, of course,” explained
Rob.
“I got in touch with the people from
the ss Great Britain – they were a
great help – and with the industrial
archaeologist Angus Buchanan, who
lives in Bath.
“It was he who told me about
Brunel’s plans, in the 1830s, to put a
railway line through the Avon Gorge
to a pier at Portbury.

● Writer Rob Wallace on board the ss Great Britain; below, the ship leaving
for Australia in 1852; inset below, Rob’s radio drama now with the BBC
awaiting development

“It was from here, he hoped, that
his transatlantic ships would sail to
New York.
“I also looked at many old maps and
documents, many of which are held at
the Brunel Institute, next to the ss
Great Britain.
“An old friend, Stuart Amesbury,
who lives in Clifton, tracked down
some original Portbury pier and railway plans which were up for auction.
“They are of great interest and I’ve
now bought them to show to the
archivist at the Institute.”
Rob’s story asks why such a fantastic idea was abandoned.
“I also wanted to include some of
the more fascinating facts I had
learnt about Brunel – including the
story that he aligned the Box tunnel
so that the sun shone through it on
his birthday.”

After drafting his ideas into a novel
Rob sent it Aaardman Animations
where the company’s co-owner and
creative director, Peter Lord, said
that, although he liked the story,
Aaardman had recently completed a
similar melodrama.
Rob then decided to turn the yarn
into a radio drama and submit it to
the BBC.
“The story, which was well received, is now in the hands of a well
known producer who is waiting to
develop the project,” says Rob optimistically.
If all goes well, Rob is hoping to
further develop his main character,
Henry Brooke, a trustworthy veteran
of the Afghan wars who becomes
friends with Brunel.
“At the end of my novel he’s on
board the ss Great Britain, bound for
Australia,” explained Rob.
“Also on that 1852 voyage was John
Saddleir, who, on reaching Melbourne, joined the police cadets.
“By a strange quirk of fate he was
later responsible for the arrest of the
notorious criminal Ned Kelly.
“What a great story that would
make – Harry Brooke starting an on
board friendship with Saddleir which
later leads to his involvement in the
hunt for the Kelly gang.”
If the name Rob Wallace rings bells
then you may have read some previously published stories of his, including Clara’s Secret, a chilling
ghost story set in Clifton.
To find out more about the writer’s
work log on to: www.rob-wallace.
co.uk.
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HIS city’s remarkable
charitable history – and
the many acts of philanthropy by its merchants – is often viewed
with discomfort today.
It’s a long way from the
position in the 19th century, when
intense civic pride led Bristol to
claim that it, “long stood at the head
of all other cities, for the number,
magnitude and diversity of institutions”.
In fact the sums endowed to charity
by Bristol’s merchants were second
only to London.
Between 1480 and 1660, 531 benefactors left bequests, of whom 75 per
cent were merchants.
Today there is no real sense of the
pattern, or the scale of that giving – or
the fact that many, many, people still
benefit from the charities which were
formed then.
A marvellous example is the re-invention of John Foster’s Almshouse
of 1485, at the top of Christmas
Steps.
This building survived various
threats over the centuries, from financial malpractice to the rapacious
tendencies of King Henry the VIII’s
commissioners during the Reformation.
Following a realisation that the
splendid Victorian building was no
longer suitable for modern use, a new
almshouse, reflecting the best in
design, was opened in Crow Lane,
Henbury, in 2009.
Could John Foster have imagined,
over 500 years ago, that his foundation would still be providing accommodation today.
Foster was a ship builder and merchant, who managed to capture much
of the hazardous trade with Iceland,
importing dried codfish.
This was an extremely profitable
venture, but carried out in the face of
vicious competition.
Foster also found time to serve as
Sheriff of Bristol in 1474, mayor in
1481 and Member of Parliament in
1489.
Bristol was once known as a “City
of Churches and Charities” and although the skyline still bears witness
to the number of churches, it is more
difficult to identify the city’s charitable history.
Bristol was unusual in the number
of merchants who decided to found
almshouses – accommodation for
people in need.
The earliest, by Simon Burton in
1292, was located between Temple
Street and Thomas Street.
Burton, who was Mayor on five
occasions, was also a principal benefactor of St Mary Redcliffe.
The almshouse was destroyed by
enemy bombing in 1940.
My favourite benefactor has to be
John Whitson, Bristol’s very own
“Dick Whittington,” who was born in
the Forest of Dean in 1557.
His is a classic story of the poor boy
made good.
Whereas Whittington went to London to seek his fortune, Whitson was
portrayed as crossing the River
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