
 

 

Book Review 
 

“Secrets of the National Archives” 
 

by Richard Taylor      Ebury Press £25 
 
In this beautifully illustrated book Richard Taylor takes his readers on an exploration of the 
treasures in the National Archive at Kew. And there is a lot to explore!  At the last count 
this enormous collection of documents occupies some 126 miles of shelving and includes 
records of centuries of British government, courts, administration and information about its 
people. 
 
Mr. Taylor presents his selection in chronological order, beginning with the Domesday 
Book of 1086 and ending with a rather bizarre letter in 1981from Lt.Col. Charles Halt of the 
US Air Force describing an apparent “flying saucer”, or more precisely an unidentified 
flying object, on the USAF complex at Rendelsham Forest in Suffolk. Between these two 
events I think it fair to say that Mr. Taylor’s choice of documents leaves very few areas of 
human experience, frailty, criminality, arrogance, foolhardiness and tragedy untouched. 
 
The problem with the National Archive, (if indeed it is a problem), is that it tends to be the 
rich and the powerful, the Great and the Good (and not so Good) in society who have left 
a permanent record of their sojourn on this earth. They had land and property to protect, 
reputations to uphold, inheritances to clarify, axes to grind. On the other hand the vast 
legions of the uncounted have left little in the way of written evidence to mark their 
passage, lest it be a baptismal, then a marriage and then a death entry in the  register of 
some village church. Those with a little more money might run also to an inscribed 
gravestone. The rest is silence, and Mr. Taylor’s choices inevitably reflect this imbalance. 
So we can view letters by Richard III, Queen Elizabeth I, the will of Nell Gwynn and the 
satirical cartoons aimed at the Prince Regent in 1820. But there is much more besides, - 
the letter by the poet Siegfried Sassoon in 1917 condemning the First World War, and 
perhaps surprisingly, the confession dictated to a police officer by Ruth Ellis only some 
three hours after she had murdered her lover, David Blakely, a confession which led to her 
conviction and execution. She would be the last woman in this country to be hanged. Here 
also is the rather chilling letter from the then Home Secretary rejecting an appeal to 
commute her death sentence to a term of imprisonment. 
 
But for me one of the most moving contributions and one which lingered in the memory did 
indeed concern one of the “uncounted”. There survives in the archive on a scrap of paper 
a list of names from the year 1788. There are 14 
names, all young women or girls, all condemned to 
death for some criminal act, but whose death sentence 
has been commuted to transportation to Australia, 
most for life, some for seven years. (Some 60% of 
death sentences at this time were commuted, usually 
to transportation. Australia took over from America as 
a penal colony when the United States gained 
independence in 1786.) 
Towards the bottom of the list is Mary Wade, the 
youngest at just 11 years old. She received the death 
sentence for stripping the clothes off a younger girl and 
then pawning them for 18pence. Death was the 



 

 

automatic punishment for theft with assault, even for a child. She is on this list because all 
fourteen are being moved from Newgate prison to the port of London where they would be 
put on board the Lady Juliana for the voyage to Australia, only the second such convict 
fleet to set sail for Australia. 
 
And at this point a certain irony kicks in. (I wonder if Mary herself appreciated this in later 
life.) For this journey to Australia would bring about a transformation in her life for the 
better. The voyage was relatively comfortable by the standards of the day, although many 
of the older women on board, (in total there were about 237 female convicts), became the 
“wives” of the crew men and several babies were born during the year long journey. 
 
Mary turned out to be a true Australian pioneer, overcoming the poverty and hardships in 
her new environment. In time she met and married another convict, a furniture maker from 
London called Jonathan Brooker who arrived in Sydney on the third convict fleet. They 
were together for some 30 years running a 65 acre farm in an area of outstanding natural 
beauty. Mary had 21 children and died at the age of 82. Today hundreds of Australian can 
trace their family tree back to this petty criminal from the streets of 18th century London, 
and we can share in her fate thanks to that scrap of paper in the National Archive. This 
book is highly recommended. 
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