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Walking along the Mall on the 
day before the start of the 
Platinum Jubilee Celebrations 
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Dear Friends, 

It has been a busy time with all the Jubilee Celebrations around us. 
Personally we didn’t get too involved, but we enjoyed a day out in 
London with our Grandson (see photos front page) and had a 
wonderful time seeing all the final preparations. One could feel the 
excitement in the air. I hope that this outing will be a lovely memory 
for our grandson as he grows up. 

This newsletter has been a long while coming. We had a water leak 
under the concrete floor of an extension and this sort of thing rather 
occupies one’s mind. Luckily it has now been traced and repaired, 
but it took going on holiday to be able to think about something 
else. 

Thank you to all our contributors. Sarah Mosse is giving us an 
account of the enjoyable Phoenix Lunch on the HQS Wellington, 
Marion Whitehead is sharing an update with us on Nigel’s skydive, 
which took place in August last year, Vicky Nugée has written an 
interesting article about Gin and if you are looking for stimulating 
reading on your holidays, El Moss’s book recommendation may be 
just the ticket. There is also an article about my impressions of the 
Becket Pageant. 

I hope you enjoy reading it all. The next newsletter will come out in 
December. Please think about contributing yourself. Thank you, 

Have a great summer and best wishes 

Erika Gloyn                                                            
firebirds.newsletter@gmail.com 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SAVE THE DATE  

Tuesday                       
20th September 2022  

The Firebirds are 
entertaining the Phoenix 
Masters to a river cruise 
lunch on the Thames.  

We thought that after the 
summer a cruise on the 
River Thames would be 
something to look forward 
to.  

Please put the date in your 
Diary; Details will be sent 
out in August. 

We do hope that as many 
of you as possible will be 
able to come with, of 
course, your Phoenix 
partners. 

PS: When I was sending out the Spring Edition of The Flame, there were quite a few non-deliveries. This was 
not previously a problem. I re-sent the non-delivered emails separately without the emoji and that worked 
fine. This time, I find, that it is not even possible to put the flame emoji in the heading and therefore, I am 
sorry, we have to say good-bye to it.  
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HQS WELLINGTON LUNCH by Sarah Mosse (Broderers) – Photos by Sheila Higgs and Vicky Nugée 

After 2 years of not seeing each other, it was here, our first face to face get together, how exciting.   The 
venue was HQS Wellington, a magnificent white ship tied up on The River Thames next door 
to Temple tube station. The weather was beautiful and we all turned up suitably dressed in summer 
dresses and the men in casual jackets.   Everyone was thrilled to be able to hug each other again; it 
had been so long since that had happened. 
 
We have the most amazing group of people who make up the Phoenix and the Firebirds.  For some 
reason we just gelled during that year and have remained friends ever since, I believe we are fairly 
unique in that respect.   We started on the deck with a drink, or several, and after a short speech from 
Mark Chambers, the President of the Phoenix, were told lunch was being served downstairs in the 
dining room.   It took quite a few bells being rung to get us to start moving in that direction. We were 
all having such fun catching up; eventually the stragglers were chased down by the bar man! 
 
Not being really sure what to expect by the talk of bowl food, we sat at various tables around or stood 
by the door where the trays were being brought out of the kitchen.  The menu was meat bowls, fish 
bowls, vegetarian and pudding.   They were quite delicious - little Chinese like bowls with lamb stew, 
fish and chips, mushroom stroganoff and a sort of bean thing (not quite so good!!!)  and all this was 
finished off with Eton Mess.   It was priceless to see these normally very formal men rush forward to the 
Eton Mess bowls so not miss out.   The wine kept coming and it was a thoroughly good lunch and huge 
fun for all concerned. Looking forward to the next one. 
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NIGEL’S TANDEM SKYDIVE FOR THE HOMELESS    by Marion Whitehead (Blacksmiths) 

 

In 2020, before lock-down, Nigel decided to try to raise money for Crisis as an 80th Birthday project. He 
had the mad idea of completing a tandem skydive from 12,000 feet and set up a Just Giving page on 
the Crisis web-site, aiming to raise £10,000. Because of the age factor, his doctor had first to confirm 
that the jump was ‘an acceptable risk’.  

I paid for the trip as his birthday present and it was all set up very easily with a date for the jump early 
in the year. However - “the best laid plans” - Covid came and the date was cancelled. Luckily, it was 
decided that it could go ahead in August but with only three supporters allowed at the airfield and 
many extra safety measures in place. 

The day arrived with lovely blue skies and puffy white clouds, not too windy and perfect for the flight. 
Nigel said he wasn’t a bit nervous and certainly didn’t look worried as we set off for the airfield. As soon 
as we arrived Nigel had to go off for his briefing and training so I met up with our two friends and we 
waited - and waited - quite a long time as Nigel was one of two on the last flight of the day. At last he 
appeared, trussed up in all the gear, and flew off into the blue sky until the plane was just a dot. 
Eventually, first one and then the other tiny figure emerged, free-falling from 12,000ft, tumbling at first 
until stabilised by a small ‘chute but still falling fast. When the main parachute was deployed, they first 
seemed to shoot suddenly upwards and then gently downwards, swinging, until coming to earth on 
the landing site. 

Nigel said he enjoyed it all, especially the free-falling, but he doesn’t want to do it again. The best thing 
is, he did manage to raise £10,000 for Crisis.   
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THE BECKET PAGEANT     by Erika Gloyn (Masons) 

Having been delayed by two years, it was happening. Quite amazing to keep the zeal and 
enthusiasm going for all that time. In the end it was a lively, buzzing and entertaining experience. 

Emmeline Winterbotham’s play was awesome and many people thought that the pageant should 
become a regular event. However, I have it from a reliable source that she has no intention to be 
involved in anything like the Pageant ever again!? 

As I have said before, I am a bad photographer but I think, despite that, my photos show a spectrum 
of what was happening in the Guildhall Yard: Past masters being involved in managing stalls, 
performing in the play, organising the Pageant, craft examples being displayed and visitors, young 
and old, having an opportunity to have a go at working on stone, metal, using a loom and more 
and, of course, the audience enjoying the play. I loved the music and costumes. It all recreated an 
air of Tudor times.  
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LONDON’S 18TH CENTURY GIN CRAZE       by Vicky Nugée (Weavers) 

We are currently enjoying a flowering of gin: there has been a massive increase in the number of gin 
distilleries, gin varieties and, of course, gin drinking. Gin tasting and appreciation is very fashionable just 
now.  But this isn’t the first time gin has been so popular. 

In the early 18th Century several things coincided to make gin-drinking explode in London. There were 
strained relations with France (as usual) and the government wished to curtail the import of Brandy.  
Queen Anne cancelled the Charter granted to the Worshipful Company of Distillers, which meant that 
distilling in London was unregulated and uncontrolled. And, for once, there was such an abundance 
of corn that distilling it was actively encouraged to use up the country’s production.  Additionally, it 
was a time when the streets of London were thought to be paved with gold, and the influx to the City 
led to a significant growth of the poor and disillusioned, looking to forget about their present miseries. 

 
Gin was cheap and easy to make, and by 
1730 there were more than 7,000 gin shops 
in London, and some ten million gallons 
being distilled each year. A lot of places 
served it in pints because, well… that’s what 
you drank. A country boy newly arrived in 
the city wasn’t going to drink a thimbleful of 
something. 
 
 

Dodgy Spirit 

This was, quite literally, put to the test in 1741, when a group of Londoners offered a farm labourer a 
shilling for each pint of gin he could sink. He managed three, and then dropped down dead. It’s amazing 
he got that far, as gin, in those days, was about twice as strong as it is now and contained some 
interesting flavourings. Some distillers used to add sulphuric acid, just to give it some bite. Gin drinkers 
today will appreciate that the botanicals used in the distillation process that contribute to gin’s unique 
flavour also contribute to its sometimes lofty price tag. The poor men and women who filled 18th 
Century London with their makeshift backroom gin shops did not have the means to procure the 
botanicals which give gin its distinctive flavour. London journalist Daniel Defoe wrote that “petty 
distillers … made up compound waters from such mixed and confused trash … The spirits they drew 
were foul and gross.”  

Despite the fact that gin was pretty cheap at a penny a dram, nonetheless there were those who 
struggled to find even that. One quick way of raising some ready cash was for people to sell their clothes, 
sometimes literally ‘the shirt off their back’.  There were feared to be scenes of nakedness as well as the 
usual public disorder and a whole host of social evils brought about by the wicked Geneva.  

Mothers’ Ruin 

One of the most tragic of documented cases from that time was of Judith Defour, a young woman with 
a daughter and no obvious husband. The daughter, Mary, had been taken into care by the parish 
workhouse and provided with a nice new set of clothes. One Sunday in 1734, Judith Defour came to 
take Mary out for the day and didn’t return her. Instead, she strangled her own child and sold the new 
clothes to buy gin. 
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Judith Defour was probably mentally unwell anyway, but her 
case became a public sensation, because it summed up 
everything that people thought about the new craze for drinking 
gin: she was poor; she was a woman and she was a mother. 
Judith was selling clothes for alcohol and as the clothes had 
been provided by the workhouse, she was therefore taking 
advantage of the rudimentary social security system, combining 
benefits fraud with infanticide. 

Women generally received a pretty bad press during the gin 
craze. Gin was known as ‘mother’s ruin’ since it rendered men 
impotent and women sterile, and was responsible for the death 
rate exceeding the birth rate.  Also, gin caused women to 
spontaneously combust.  There were two documented cases 
where women downed gin and then went up in smoke.   

Restriction 

Perhaps the ensuing public reaction reflects the horror of those who saw the lamentable effects of gin 
on society at the time. And so the efforts to ban drinking among the lower classes began. And they didn’t 
work very well. When authorities decided to ban the sale of gin, there were fully fledged riots; the poor 
didn’t want their drug of choice taken away. They loved ‘Madam Geneva’, as they called the spirit. In 
any case, the government decided to tax the living daylights out of it. But people simply didn’t pay the 
tax, so government tried to pay informants to hand in unlicensed gin-sellers. This attempt turned ugly as 
mobs formed to attack even suspected informants, and several people were beaten to death. Not that 
the informants were necessarily that nice; they could, and some did, run the whole thing as a protection 
racket – “pay me or I’ll claim the reward from the government”. And into this chaos it’s almost unsurprising 
that a mechanical cat should make an entry. 

‘Puss-and-Mew Machine’ 

The contraption known as the ‘Puss-and-Mew machine’ was simple. The gin-
seller found a window in an alleyway that was nowhere near the building’s front 
door. The window was boarded over with a wooden cat. The gin-buyer would 
approach and say to the cat: “Puss, give me two pennyworth of gin,” and then 
place the coins in the cat’s mouth. These would slide inwards to the gin-seller 
who would pour the gin down a lead pipe that emerged under the cat’s paw. 
The crowds loved it and the inventor, Dudley Bradstreet, made three or four 
pounds a day, which was a lot of money. As nobody witnessed both sides of the 
transaction, no charges could be brought. In the end, 
of course, reason and authority prevailed and the 
consumption of gin was curtailed 

The modern blossoming of gin happily has nothing to do with the 18th Century Gin 
Craze, where desperate people living in miserable conditions sought solace in a 
horrendous brew. Nowadays gin is safe as well as subtle and sophisticated and we 
can enjoy it for its own sake, and not just a means to oblivion. 

Cheers. 

 

 ‘PUSS-AND-MEW MACHINE’ DISPLAYED AT THE 
BEEFEATHER GIN DISTILLERY IN KENNINGTON, LONDON
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BOOK RECOMMENDATION         by El Moss (Horners) 

 

THE APPEAL by Janice Hallett 
 
On the face of it this is just another crime novel. However, it is not written in prose style. 

It begins with a barrister sending a letter with a parcel to two of his law students. The parcel contains 
a file on a crime case that they have to solve. When they open the file they find it just contains emails 
and the odd police note. In reading this book the Reader becomes the law student and has to work 
out who has done what to whom and why. 

The book is called The Appeal as it revolves around a couple in a village who are trying to raise 
money for their two year old granddaughter who has a brain tumor and needs treatment in America. 
The couple are members of the local amateur dramatic society, The Fairfield Players, who have 
decided to put on a play to raise money for The Appeal. There is a list in the file of all members of The 
Fairfield Players. You pick up the story from the emails.  

The book is incredibly clever and quite ingenious.  There are no descriptions of the characters. You 
have to work out what they are like by reading the emails. There is a large cast of characters and I 
suggest you have a notebook at hand to jot down who is who. Once you start reading you will be 
hooked - but can you solve the crime? 

 

 

                                             ----------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 


