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Pete Nicol-Harper

Writers Block
nothing new there then!

My Writing is blocked within these massive walls

The fear of not producing anything, rightly appals

Imagined thunderbolts and locks that I must force

I’m dim, no enlightenment, it’s me that’s gloomy, not the course

Hollow words emerge — my brain an empty mound

Much more than useless, echoes seem to rebound around

Too often I'm afraid of the bedside light

Me failing to produce in those solitary hours of night

Stranger to success, a mind that’s a mess, my pen perpetually roams

And heaves a sigh of anguish “I’m still no nearer to producing that projected tome”.

Pete Nicol-Harper

Squabbling Stones

I may not be the biggest nor the roughest nor the heaviest nor the tallest nor even the oldest. But I
do have a good girth which has led to some false accusations and being called “Fat” by my nearest
rival. We used to rub along nicely, only occasionally pushing against each other. To start with we
proudly stood together outside, whatever the weather.

But at least once a century THEY vandalise us knocking bits of us down and building new walls
and now we are both inside, but no longer together. This has led to a bit of a falling out over
comparing our...Don’t you dare call it graffiti! ....HE only has HB merely scratched on him. I have
a sail and a mast which clearly relates directly to the poor prisoners, the sailors and their wives
engraving their pain (and mine!) Or was I asleep and missed her finishing the boat off, being
disturbed by a jailor and maybe transported. If only I could speak, I’d wish her “Good Luck”.

Pete Nicol-Harper



Susy Churchill

Discharge Day

Caroline Lane and Eliza Moody were imprisoned in God’s House Tower for stealing a green silk
shawl, a French Tibet shawl, and two artificial flowers in 1837

We'd made our plans, my cousin Eliza Moody and me, but today's the day we'll be released, and I'm
getting scared of what will happen when we're free. We've got to find somewhere to live, and some
work, and that isn't going to be easy with no references. Her Thomas has stood by her, so perhaps
he'll take us in for tonight?

I never wanted to be in service, but Pa flat out refused to pay for me to apprentice as a dressmaker.
I've always loved pretty things, and it was the feel of silk that led to me being locked up. That green
silk shawl, with the embroidered roses, and the fringing: I loved it when Eliza showed it to me, and
the feel of it on my arms was lovely, so soft and slippery.

Perhaps I could find a dressmaker who'd take me on. I'm too old to be an apprentice now, but I did
learn quite a bit about altering and repairing clothes when I was lady's maid to Miss Sarah. But no
dressmaker would want my rough hands snagging fine fabrics - picking oakum is tough on skin. I
should go for a place at a butcher's: all that lard keeps their hands soft. Ma's cousin is a butcher —
I'm going to have to go through family to find a place. It's all very well, those Quaker 'lady visitors'
saying they could help us find another position, but I'm not going back to being a scullery maid if I
can help it.

We've spent months talking about what we'll do when we're free, but now it's happening, all our
plans seem like fantasies. It's all very well Eliza saying that she'll get a job teaching children to read

and write, but what school wants to employ someone from the felon's gaol?

I can hear the clatter of keys: that means Matron is bringing her husband to let us out. Eliza and I
throw each other a glance as the door is unlocked — this is it — out into the world for better or worse.

Susy Churchill

The Tower's reply to the Pethers

Light and dark: you painters glory in your manipulation of light, bathing my exterior in a romantic
sunset glow, or highlighting me as a gothic fortress, silvered by moonlight.

Inside is darkness: only the duty officer's quarters merit a lamp. Most of my walls bear flickering
shadows from candle flames, or stripes of moonlight from the narrow windows.

How differently my walls are viewed from inside or out — but the walls remain themselves.

Susy Churchill



Peter the Gunner

All he wanted was to be able to have a quiet pint with his mates. But life kept getting in the way:
between making gunpowder, practising the fife in preparation for the muster, running the glazier
business, being the mayor's official translator, and keeping an eye on his younger brother, he barely
had an hour he could call his own. It was a fine thing to follow your Dad into the town's official
gunners — and no-one would sniff at receiving an annual salary. Besides, a man in uniform striding
along to the armoury attracted admiring glances from all the lasses. Oh, it was a grand life, but a
constantly busy one.

To be sure, it was a great honour to wear the town's livery: but even that took up his time, for the
tailor wanted fittings, and he swore the dog had his thumb on the tape when his measurements were
taken, as this jacket was exceedingly tight. He shifted uncomfortably, then swore and undid the
popping buttons. His brother Thomas shook his head: 'Taking the Lord's name in vain is a sin, you
know?' Peter retaliated with an epithet that did their mother no credit.

Running the glazier trade — that was a fine thing, too. He dealt with the wealthy merchants, who
were able to afford his skills — and who were apt to seal a bargain with a toast in their favoured red
wine. Good enough stuff, he conceded, but Peter was descended from a long line of Flemish beer
brewers, and his taste ran to a pewter tankard brimming with the scent of hops.

Peter looked over the supply of shot: surely that was enough for this week? If he left off work soon,
he'd have time to stop at the alehouse. That was when the brilliant solution occurred to him: if he
ran his own drinking parlour, he could have a pint any time he was not on duty. Thomas
remonstrated like his doubting namesake: 'But you'd have to take the time to get the licences, and
find staff to run the alehouse — and they'd have to be trustworthy, or they'll drink all your profit.'

What nonsense — he was so esteemed in the town that no-one would bother him!

And it was a fine alehouse, and his mates were happy to come and spend their time off work
keeping him company, and buying his brew. And perhaps he did start to drink a bit more freely, and
maybe it wasn't such a good idea to tell the licensing officials where to stick their busybody noses
... but it was uncalled for to lose his place with the gunners.

Though, to look on the bright side, he could hand back that jacket the weaselly tailor had cut too
small.

Susy Churchill



Joan McGavin

A Mild Flyting
between a Saxon bone comb and God’s House Tower

What a come-down to find myself here!

I’ve housed finer than you over the years!

My lady always treasured me...

And I have stood the test of time.

I’m beautifully incised with flowers and fruit.
And I’ve a fine scratched ship and masons’ marks...
And yes, a smelly garderobe!

I’ve touched many lives, not just one head of hair!
So you’re as common as the town ditch...

And you’re a raging snob!

If I could flounce, I’d flounce away from you.

If I could kick, I’d kick you down my stairs!

Joan McGavin

Putative Letter from George Byles to an admirer

Madam,

You have been kind enough, compassionate enough, to write to me here, where my plight is only
too apparent in my continued presence within these dank walls. God bless you for your remarks
about my little Reveries in Confinement. God bless you for your concern for my situation. No-one
who has not heard the ominous clang of the prison door behind him, or breathed in the stench that
lingers in this place like a miasma, can know the black cloak of despair that settles round one’s
shoulders as one enters these portals...

My writing has been my salvation. But letters such as your one have also shone a ray of light into
the shady confines here. Such rays of light illuminate my daytime hours, but once darkness falls,
and when, at last, the candles we are vouchsafed have been snuffed out, then, then, the shadows join
together into a black blanket that threatens to smother me! In vain I close my eyes for sleep. The
noises of the night seem greater then, and less cheerful than the daytime bustle. Such creakings and
moanings! Is it my fellow prisoners, in adjacent cells, measuring the length and breadth of their
confinement, or is it the ghosts of those who have lived and worked in this ancient structure in times
gone by revisiting the scenes they knew when alive? I am rocked with shudderings; my maimed leg
pains me cruelly, and even my writing, were I to be allowed to light a taper, could not solace me!
Pity me, madam, in such circumstances. Pity this poor debtor, imprisoned through no real fault of
his own! Communications such as your one are a bulwark against despair. Praise for my poetic
work from what I can only surmise is your own dainty hand is worth more than golden guineas! 1
beg you to write to me again, and remain, even in adversity,

Your very humble servant,

George Byles.

Joan McGavin



Anita Foxall

Henry Pether

What stories are you hiding behind those walls?
The grey colour I chose for your stones

should be blood red,

hues of demonic injustice.

Are we both victims?

Today, looking at you, makes the brush heavy on my hand.
Today, this canvas will reveal your story.

I’m no longer indebted to you,

this moment is my own free will.

I depict your secrets and incarcerate them in my art
to bring you some relief.

Anita Foxall

I, muse

I, muse.

I, an artist’s inspiration,
even if the brush strokes
don’t touch my stony skin.
Decorate me with beauty,
exquisite balms

over my ancient wounds.

I, muse.

I, adored walls,

despite the hard stormy history,

I still stand here.

Honour me with talent,

colourful dreams

which someone else had on my behalf.
I, muse

now healed.

Anita Foxall



My Prison Walls

You are stuck with me,

you are stuck within me.
My walls are muscular arms
preventing you to flee.

You abhor my imposing stones,
you carve your fury on my skin;
but you are mere frail bones,
the stabbing doesn’t affect me.

I am stronger,

a whole lot more powerful,

asphyxiating your begging for justice.

Do not expect me to be merciful,

though my stones aren’t cold or bloodless.

I understand your pain,

that life hasn’t been fair.

I truly understand your suffering,
your anger and despair.

But you are stuck with me,

you are stuck within me.

You may well scream

your unrighteousness at the sky,

but my walls, they will drown out our plea.

Anita Foxall



Prisoner Poet
George Byles

George Byles was imprisoned in God’s House Tower in 1804 for debts amounting
to £33

I am words.
Words are my swords,
words are my saviours.

I sailed away from this suffocating walls,
I navigated away in poetry wings.

Here, where I nearly perished;

Here, where I could hardly breathe,

I transformed myself.

Here, where I found no peace,
condemned by debt,

reminiscent of blue skies.

Here, these smothering stones,
made me become words.

And words converted to currency.
These words,

they saved me.

Anita Foxall



Dave Hubble
Muse

I pose, my Pethers

as you trace my lines in moonlight,

You live such short, soft lives

but might your work remain

when I have been demolished?

‘Til then I wait,

watch style and fashion change

for art has movements,

however still I sit.

Maybe one will render me

in minimal grey blocks

or wrap me tight in ropes and cloth;
Instead I sneeze as speakers pound out dustpuffs,
giggle as I'm tickled by the knitters’ wool,
smile to see I have a shop!

Then, I feel the Pethers’ pictures hung,
my image in a room inside me

where people come to look and chat —
your human artists’ models can’t say that.

Dave Hubble

Voice of a Ruin

I am weak and gunless —

where enemies could not breach my walls,
now children crawl and lime crumbles,
stones fall away like lepers’ teeth

and I am plundered by the townsfolk

I swore to guard. Gulls keee

over fishguts on the wharf,

their rich shit drizzling

between my wet-rot timbers,

past birds’ nests and swarming woodlice
while lichen slowly scabs me.

Squatting bent-backed

like an old and bitter veteran

in stained and ragged livery,

[ am gum-black,

begging bowl and tavern-rat,

and I mutter my revenge.

Dave Hubble



The Legend of Eliza Harding, aged 14

Eliza Harding was imprisoned in God’s House Tower in 1831 for the strong suspicion of poisoning
her master Edward Boyland.

Eliza made tea from the poison-nut tree

to kill her employer they said, but then she

did not confess and at trial was released,

stern words from the judge, out onto the street.

Where did she go, what next was her fate?
Not back into service, that ship had long sailed;
instead she thought hard on what had been said
in court about ignorance, law, her mistake.

She vowed on the spot to learn all that she could

of toxins from toad’s-meat to hemlock and wormwood,
how to mask telltale bitterness when given in food,
she’d use wicked knowledge of potions for good.

Brutal abusers of daughters and wives

caused trouble no more with her tinctures inside,

like calling an exorcist when demons arise,

whispers spread about how those in need might be wise

to stand in front of a mirror alone

at midnight, call her name clearly threefold,

then all will be silent, the air will grow cold —

as she’ll appear, asking “For whom should my bell toll?”

Dave Hubble



Ester Spiller

Pictures of excavation

Secrets buried and secrets unearthed. A searchlight, shone in dark places.
But even in the light there is shadow, a puppets’ play of innocent things turned monstrous.

Even in the shadow there is light, there is nuance, there is texture and depth.
When we endeavour to dig up the past we must find the viewpoints, the context and subtext and
milieu. The truest possible picture from light and shadow.

Ester Spiller

Voice of the Tower as Prison

I hold them inside me, the worst of God’s children they say, but I hear them cry for their mothers,
cry for their God, cry out of the utter loneliness of being forsaken and forgotten.

Every single one of them cry.

I am made of rock, bring your sadness to me, I can take all your tears and still stand, a sea of tears
can’t wash me away.

My children try to make their mark on me, to scratch a tiny chapter of their lives into me. Scratch
away my little ones. Your marks are nothing compared to the vicious bites that ripped me from my
mother. Those free men that built me were always far more brutal to me than my crying little
children.

I foster them in me. I love them in my own cold brutal way. I store their tears, and their scratches,
until their stories can be free one day.

Ester Spiller



Written in the view of the Pethers Painters
This is what I do. This is what they like. This is what sells.
If it doesn’t sell, we don’t eat, because you can’t eat paint. It’s poison. Delicious poison.

If only I was a baker, or a blacksmith, but instead I drank from this poisoned cup of creativity and
people expect me to entertain them, with one picture, for the rest of their lives.

If only I could have been a glacier, I could install windows for people to look out of, an ever-
changing landscape of seasons and weather and night and day. With this one picture all I can do is
give them one moon and one sky, one sea. One unmoving image of a place. For ever. This Medusa’s
blood, painted poison, does not only take. If also gives.

There is movement in still brushstrokes, where even I am sure the tide is coming in.

The moon that waxes and wanes in its stasis.

The way I can hear the voices of the two men, carried on the wind.

There is love in this line of perspective too.

Ester Spiller



Rhiannon Hopkins

From arsenal to abandoned, defence to offence, restored and become place of incarceration, place of
cruelty and human misery.

Men may tell their tale of time spent behind the nail studded doors of the prison I now am, their life
within my walls. Those tales may be stilled in death or dispersed to far corners of the world but the
tellers all leave traces of their passing here.

I become their paper. Initials carved into my stones to say - I was here or I am alive, maybe to
record the simple facts - [ am human, I remember.

My walls shall carry their messages for as long as I stand, my stones even longer wherever they
may fall.

I shall remember your voices, the dreams you dream here, your moments of despair and of hope,
mourning for the loved ones you are parted from, your memories of mother, father, son, daughter,

sister, brother exhaled in a sigh or talked of to fellow inmate.

My stones hear and hold all your voices. I shall talk of them in my own voice to those who know
how to listen.

Rhiannon Hopkins

How many more winter winds and autumn rains shall erode my crumbling walls ? How long before
I fall?

Desolation, dust, decay. Gaps in my walls, holes in my roof. Patch up repairs that slow but cannot
stop the erosion.

Once the defender of the city, I am become an eyesore and there are complaints that change
nothing.

I am without purpose, I am solitary, standing unused but still - a refuge for one.

The sun is going down over the water, dusk falls over the town. He comes. A ragged boy
clambering through a hole in my eastern wall, creeping to the place where the canon balls were
stored, covering himself with a ragged scrap of blanket.

He whispers his sorrows to my stones - the blows, the kicks, how he feels himself to be * the town
donkey,” fetching and carrying all the day in order to glean pennies to buy black bread, maybe a

morsel of meat.

I sing my history to him in his dreams - a lullaby of the time when my stones lay on the sea bed,
the strange fishes that swam over me, the changing colours of the waters.

Rhiannon Hopkins



Richard Blakemore

The Curse of Being born an Artist

The publication ‘Powder, Prisoners & Paintings — The History of God’s House Tower’ tells of how
the Tower became an inspiration to artists including the struggles of one family of painters, the
Pethers. Pether senior died in 1812 and had bequeathed his considerable artistic talent to his sons
Sebastian and Henry. As ever, few artists manage to make a good living from their art and the
Pethers were no exception. The following is a fictitious lament from Sebastian inspired by their
story in the aforementioned book.

I sometimes curse the legacy bequeathed to me by my father Abraham, whose paintings caused
those who viewed them to wonder at his skill. Yet their wonder put no bread upon our table. My
father’s gift has been bestowed upon me and the need to paint is in my blood and such that it cannot
be easily put aside so that I am free to gain a living by other means. Yet I struggle to live by the
poor means that it affords myself and family.

Blessed are those that have no artistic bent. For they are not, like artists, enslaved to this unfeeling
master which allows them no rest unless they create but, at the same time, make so many struggle
and their passage through life so harsh.

But when I say such things to my good friend John Dawkins, maker of breeches in the town, then
he chastises me for my self pity and tells me that it is a good thing that all are not like me for then
we would have no bread to eat and no breeches to wear. And I reply that he is right of course but,
as the Bible says, ‘Man does not live by bread alone’ and what a dull world it would be to be in our
breeches but have no pictures to gaze upon.

Richard Blakemore



Amanda Kent

The Rescue
of those imprisoned for lighting bonfires 1788

To light fire is a right,

To warmth, cooking, light,
Comfort, company, craic,
Celebration.

Protest.

Now there is fear of fire,
Losing property to the flames,
Or control to the masses.

Comrades need rescue.

Walls are high,

The rope may fall before the crest.
A grapple iron,

Any old iron,

Weight.

Our strongest hurler,

Our best shoulders,

Our most daring,

To the rescue.

Amanda Kent



Gina Thorley

Voice of the Tower - Being Painted

I feel self conscious and stiff. Is this my best side? How is the moonlight catching my brickwork?
I’'m trying to feel — is there still moss on the waterside edge of my stature? Or was it cleaned? I hold
my breath, almost. If this is going to be used to remember me, I have better look worth
remembering.

I’m not used to being beheld. Of course, I’ve been seen, I’ve been noticed, by the prisoners in my
walls and enemies approaching, by the children playing in my ruins and by soldiers dozing against
my bricks. But never just viewed, for the sake of being viewed. Or at least, not that I’ve noticed. I
wonder what it is they feel is worth capturing. People tend to only make records of things they find
important or beautiful. Could I be either? Could I be both?

What is the function of this painted canvas, [ wonder as the artist pokes his tongue between his lips
in concentration. Function has defined my being. I was used as a home, used as a base, used as a
trap. I felt at my most vulnerable when I wasn’t being used, and revelled in the uses humans did
find for me, as a shelter, as a playground. But to look at the painted ‘me’, what service does that
afford anyone? Is it the same as looking at me in the sturdy stone flesh? Does it encourage
memories, reflections? The picture, I realise with horror and fascination, can be transported, where 1
cannot. Human eyes may fall upon this picture who have never seen the real cracks in my stones,
felt my rough surface on their skin. What will it mean to them? I feel a sudden pang of jealousy that
this little hewn replica will go to places I never can, and tell my story second hand, whereas I, the
real, physical article, am either gifted or doomed to simply stand here where I’ve always stood, in
the glow of this particular moon.

Gina Thorley

Voice of the Tower - Dilapidated

I’m over my bitterness now. It lasted a while, oh yes, to be sure. I felt I'd been sold a false promise,
welcomed into the fold of history only to be cruelly discarded at the whims of men. I thought
myself above such things — as permanent, as powerful. But their machinations affect me. I see it
now.

I see their sneers. What a shame. What a waste. What an eyesore. What a beauty. It’s a subject of
sorrow in any case, my dilapidation, my decay. A problem that needs to be fixed. I disagree. It’s a
matter of perspective.

I was created to protect this city. To serve it. I believe that I still am. Families or lone children that
need a shelter from danger or the salty sea chill. Youths that need a place to be free, to express
themselves. Desperate souls who need a space to conduct deeds away from the law’s eye to feed
their families. If the city folk can find a use for my battered old stones, I'll gladly serve it.

One day the best way to serve the town may be for me to be removed from it. And if that is man’s
whim, I’ll accept it. But I think not. I think I have more to offer. I think I can be more than I was

intended to be.

Gina Thorley



Voice of the Tower - Prison

She’s carving into me. Into my side. It tickles a bit I suppose. It’s not pleasant. But not much is
these days.

She was desperate when she first came in, she screamed and argued and spat and cursed, railing
against the guards. But it didn’t last long. She slept, she cried, and for many days did nothing at all.
That was almost worse. Having noisy people ringing through your walls is hard. But at least you
feel you know them. Silent people can only ever be strangers.

This morning some voices came to the high window of her cell. Small voices. She rushed over to
call back. Reassurances. Instructions. They small voices were to stay with safe people, keep out of
trouble, no don’t talk to the guards or pelt them with old fruit. Be good. Be quiet. Things will be
different when I next see you. I won’t put us at risk, no matter how hungry we get. It’s better that
we’re starving together, than that filling our bellies puts me in here, little ones.

The voices left and she began carving. Perhaps it’s just lines to show the passing of time. That’s a
common one. A lot of budding artists like to start recording their days into me in that matter. They
usually stop. I wish there was a way to explain to those that find the scratchings — those aren’t the
number of days a person spent here. They’re the number of a days a person spent here without

giving up.

Don’t give up, lady, I urge silently, a stranger myself. Don’t give up. Times are rough, for you and
for me. But I’ll keep the rain off your head, and as much of the danger outside as I can. And
eventually we’ll part.

That’s the hardest thing about my new purpose, I think. Those within you can’t wait to leave you.

Gina Thorley



Southampton Creative Histories Writing Group

The Stones of God’s House Tower

Billions of years ago an asteroid struck earth
Billions of years later the stones became ....
one of the stars of Southampton’s God’s House Tower
Look for a gap in the stones and you will see the stars!

The stones became the Tower’s witness and speak to those who can hear

We lay in companionable silence
Till men came with picks
Transported, we are prisoned
with mortar, locked in place

I can’t foresee the end, but I saw the beginning
when galleys sailed, waves lapped just beside
Horses trotted, bells pealed, ale reeked
how those bare hands fashioned gunpowder

A clamour and rush of air heralded Henry Five

peering through the gun port and extolling its transformation
He laid a gloved hand on my roughness, then was gone
scattering dust motes in his wake

The stones heard the cry of pain from gun packer John Ynglette when his arm was broken
The cries of anguish when Harmon Smith was killed as the canon exploded

The stones saw the past and will see the future

Silent witness to all that has happened and yet to be in God’s House Tower

Southampton Creative Histories Writing Group
Contributions by Richard Blakemore, Susy Churchill, Val Claisse, Pete Nicol, Champika
Wijayaweera



