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Next Meeting : Wednesday May 11  
 

On Wednesday May 11 at 6.30 for 7pm at St Kenelm’s 
church, author and broadcaster Jo Willett will talk about 
her book on the eighteenth century pioneering scientist 
and feminist; Lady Mary Wortley Montagu (left). Jo 
describes the subject of her talk:’300 years ago, in April 
1721, a smallpox epidemic was raging in England.Lady 
Mary Wortley Montagu knew that she could save her 3 
year old daughter using the process of inoculation. Her 
courageous decision to do so - making her daughter the 
first person protected in the western world - eventually 
led to the eradication of smallpox and the prevention of 
millions of deaths. But Mary was more than a scientific 
campaigner. She mixed with politicians, writers like 
Alexander Pope, artists and thinkers of her day and her 
son-in-law later became prime minister. She was also an 

important early feminist, writing powerfully and provocatively about the 
position of women. Aristocratic by birth, Mary chose to elope with Edward 
Wortley Montagu, whom she knew she did not love, to avoid a forced marriage 
to another suitor. In middle age,  she fell for someone young enough to be her 
son - and, unknown to her, bisexual. She set off on a new life with him abroad 
and after twenty-two years, she returned home to die. Jo’s talk will discuss 
Mary’s action packed life and the impact her inoculation experiment had on the 
eventual eradication of smallpox – the only infectious disease mankind has 
ever managed to eradicate entirely.’ 

Although this is her first book, Jo (right) has been an 
award-winning TV drama and comedy producer all her 
working life with TV credits including The Nightstalker 
Birds of a Feather and Bertie and Elizabeth (the story of 
the Queen Mother"s marriage). She studied English at 
Queens’ College Cambridge and has an MA from 
Birkbeck in Arts Policy. Please let John Pritchard know as 
soon as possible if you would like to attend. 



From Peter to Putin 

On March 30 the Society held an extra meeting  
with a talk from member Gerald Skinner who 
has extensive and in depth knowledge of the 
Kremlin and eastern European politics from the 
diplomatic roles he has held in those countries. 
He discussed the various threads of history 
which have led to the present war in Ukraine. 
The speaker took us back to the time of Peter 
the Great (right) with his creation of St 

Petersburg as his ‘window on the west‘ and his daughter 
Catherine the Great who opened Russia’s windows south to Odesa. Russia’s 
hopeful map of what its borders should be, including Ukraine, is nothing new.  
Mr Skinner said the 1990 Unification of Germany was a key event and the 
Soviet collapse in the following year when Nato agreed, even if no paper to 
that effect was ever signed, that it would not push east in return for Russia’s 
agreement to German Reunification.  It became ‘folklore’ that stuck and ‘this is 
what the Ukrainian dispute is about’. Among the points Mr Skinner raised were 
the Bucharest Declaration: when NATO announced that Georgia and Ukraine 
would be eligible to apply for NATO membership. This was a year after the 
Russia-Georgia war, which Georgia lost. Under the Budapest memorandum 
Ukraine agreed to renounce nuclear weapons and become a Non-Nuclear 
Weapons State signatory to the Non-Proliferation Treaty in return for an 
American security assurance. The Americans could not offer a security 
guarantee as this would have the same effect as Article 5 of the NATO treaty, 
which extended a nuclear umbrella over its members. 'Assurance' does not 
exist in Russian or Ukranian, so the matter was fudged by language.   
The eruption of war in Ukraine at this particular time, Mr Skinner said, was 
because Russia thought the West would not react strongly as it had not over 
the annexation of the Crimea; the new German chancellor would be less 
accommodating than Angela Merkel; the EU was in a confused state with 
Hungary being pro-Russia; western leadership seemed divided and Zelensky 
was seen as a standup comedian.  Also with the Russian control of vital East/
West pipelines it was unlikely sanctions would work and would certainly have 
no influence on Russia’s security council.With Ukraine sending 20% of its grain 
produce to the Middle East, its disruption and consequent rise in prices could 
affect MidEast stability. 

Waddesdon at War 
In April,  Waddesdon Manor at War was the theme of talks by Carol Hardy and 
Liz Whetton; senior guides at Waddesdon and volunteers at the Rothschild 
archives which has given then an extra insight into the family’s history. Carol 
Hardy described the role of the family and house in the first World War when 
the complexities of the Rothschild family meant some were on opposing sides 
though never met in battle. Carol described the many letters in the archive 
written by Alice Rothschild to her head gardener instructing him to plant 
potatoes, carrots and beetroot for colour in the parterres where in peace time 



55,000 plants were raised each spring. Much of the produce was given to the 
village and estate workers. Alice had feared Germans were preparing for war 
as far back as 1872 and also hated the Russians. Liz Whetton described the 
influx of evacuees and refugees during World War 2 when prized possessions 
were piled up in rooms along with extensive WVS stores. At the end of the war, 
the task of putting the house back to its pre-war glory proved impossible and 
negotiations were opened with he National Trust who finally took over in 1959. 

            Evacuees in the grounds of Waddesdon Manor in World War 2 

The Ladies of Syon Abbey 
On March 9 Dr Virginia 
Bainbridge, honorary 
research fellow at Exeter 
University who offers a 
Latin translation service 
for local and family 
historians, gave the 
Society a talk on Syon 
Abbey (reconstruction in 
its heyday,left,) and the 
powerful influence these 
well connected nuns 
had. Dr Bainbridge is 
writing a book on Prayer 

and Power invo lv ing 
researching some 600 sisters, brothers, and patrons connected with 
Syon. The last great monastery to be founded in England, Syon was 
founded by Henry V. In 1415 In honour of St Birgitta of Sweden who had 
prophesied English victory in the 100 years war. The main duty of the 60 nuns 
and 25 brothers was to pray for the royal family.The golden age of Syon Abbey 
was under Edward 1V. Syon on the Thames, then just outside London, was part 
of the Thames Valley ‘super highway’ of the Middle Ages’ under-pinned by its 
rich wool trade. Syon is the story of a`Thames valley elite’. Dr Bainbridge 
described the interlinking of four leading families in the Oxfordshire area and 



their connections with Oxford university. After the Dissolution of the 
Monasteries, the nuns ran a clandestine nunnery training those to join Syon 
Abbey in exile. 
                        
Jubilee Lunch: 
Members are invited to celebrate the Queen’s Platinum Jubilee at a garden 
party finger food and wine lunch to be held on Friday June 4. Further details 
and venue to be confirmed. Members’ attendance will be free and non 
members welcome at a charge of £5 a head. 
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