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Members of the GNE Utrecht Branch 
 
Although this is the last bulletin of our 2006-2007 season, we have still three interesting GNE talks in 
store for you: on 30th March, 20th April and 11th May. We are looking forward to see you again at 
these events and - just in case you would like to bring along a friend or neighbour who is interested in 
English culture - remember, there is no entrance fee for a first time guest. 

This year we were invited to a new challenge. On 
Saturday the 10th of March we organized a preliminary 
round of the yearly “BBC-GNE Young Writers and 
Public Speaking Awards”. It was a huge success and 
five volunteers from our branch served as hostesses in 
order to welcome and guide the participants and their 
families. Nine jury members (three from our branch) and 
three time-keepers were also present. The main work was 
done by the 20 candidates who presented their talk and 
answered many questions. The hard job was done by the 
members of the jury for the three heats to decide the 
winner and the runner-up. As the quality of the 
presentations was very high, a difficult decision had to be 

made. In conclusion the six candidates were selected to give a talk at the semi-final on 31st of March 
at the James Boswell Institute in Utrecht. The national final will be on Saturday 14th April  in the 
Academiegebouw of Utrecht University. If you would like to attend these - you are most welcome - 
please contact the Secretary.  

Our next season’s programme will soon be released by the National Programme Committee. 
When we have confirmation of the national and local Utrecht Branch arrangements, the Programme 
for the 2007-08 Season will be published on our website and of course in the next Bulletin in August. 

We hope you enjoyed our programme for this season (including the three forthcoming talks) 
and that you are looking forward to the flavours of the season to come after a well deserved holiday. 
 
My warmest regards,  
Herman Steeneken 
 



  

Coming Events: March, Friday 30th in the Noorderlicht Church at 8 p.m. 
 

   UP THE MEKONG TO TIBET 
    WITH  John Pilkington 
   John Pilkington has been off adventuring again, this time 
exploring the world’s twelfth longest river from the South China Sea 
to Tibet and beyond. For years he has been fascinated by the 
Mekong - its very name suggests mystery and  spice-trading - but he 
hadn’t expected the excitement and sometimes danger that outsiders 

face in its upper reaches. The trip began easily enough. From the rice fields of Vietnam he walked, 
hitch-hiked and commandeered boats through Cambodia, Thailand, Laos and Burma to the gorges of 
China’s Yunnan province, meeting a gaggle of river-people including minorities such as the Ahka, 
Naxi and Bai  

In Tibet the river passes through areas closed to foreigners, and John made wide detours to 
avoid the many Chinese checkpoints. Luckily the police he met were kind, one platoon even putting 
him up in their encampment. Tibetan dogs were another matter. In a remote compound the trip (and 
John) nearly came to an end when he got severely bitten. 

The source of the Mekong has inspired a raging debate between explorers and Chinese officials 
over the last few years. By 2003 the possible three sources had narrowed down to two, just a few miles 
apart, at over 17,000 feet in the vast Qinghai province north of Tibet. With two Tibetans he managed 
to reach and map both of them – the first British person to do so. 

John Pilkington has been called “one of Britain’s greatest tellers of travellers’ tales”. In 1982, 
after journeys in Africa and Latin America, he made a 500-mile solo crossing of the western Nepal 
Himalaya and told the story in his first book, Into Thin Air. His interest in Asia grew further with the 
opening in 1986 of the border between Pakistan and China, making it possible  - for the first time in 
forty years – to retrace virtually the whole of the Silk Road. John was one of the first modern travellers 
to do so, and he wrote about the journey in An Adventure on the Old Silk Road. This was followed in 
1991 by An Englishman in Patagonia, recounting eight months spent exploring the southernmost tip of 
South America. 

Nowadays he is perhaps more familiar as a broadcaster with the BBC World Service and with 
Radio 4, for whom he made adventure travel documentaries such as The Uttermost Part of the Earth, 
Pilkington in Patagonia, Pilkington in Kyrgyzstan, Pilkington in Ladakh, and most recently On the 
Trail of Butch and Sundance, an investigation into the deaths in Bolivia of the most famous outlaws of 
the Wild West. He also contributes to From our own Correspondent and writes occasionally for The 
Sunday Times, The Independent, and Geographical magazines. 
See John’s website, www.pilk.net 
 

Coming events: April , Friday 20th in the Noorderlicht Church at 8 p.m. 
 

LET'S HEAR IT FOR HAROLD!   

WITH Helen Hollick 
This talk, based upon the research for her novel Harold the 

King, is Helen’s  counterblast to the Norman propaganda machine. 
She wrote Harold the King because she was dissatisfied with the 
idea that English history started in 1066: ”We have a rich and 
wonderful Saxon culture, and William has got away with his 
propaganda for too long”. For the English, 1066 is the most 

famous of all dates - the Battle of Hastings. At school we learnt that Columbus discovered America, 
Drake preferred to play bowls rather than fight the Spanish Armada - and Harold was killed by an 
arrow in the eye when William of Normandy conquered England as its rightful king. Historical facts - 
or so we have always believed. Yet Columbus already knew how long the journey would take, and 
Drake knew he could finish his game because he could not sail until the tide turned. Harold may not 



  

have been killed  by an arrow and William was a usurper who had no right whatsoever to the English 
crown. Spin-doctoring is nothing new. 
          Within twenty years of the Conquest, after the North was razed and Domesday compiled, 
Harold's reign of nine months and nine days was completely undermined. Despite legitimate crowning 
and anointing, he was systematically downgraded to his pre-1066 title of Earl and portrayed as a loser - 
discredited because William had to justify political murder.  

Helen Hollick is an established author of adult historical fiction. Published by William 
Heinemann and Arrow (Random House Books) are, among others: The Kingmaking, Pendragon’s 
Banner and Shadow of the King (A trilogy of King Arthur set in post Roman Britain – Camelot as it 
really was, with no myth, magic or fantasy), A Hollow Crown (The story of Æthelred the Unready, 
King Cnut and Emma of Normandy, who was Queen to both of them). 

 
Coming events: May, Friday 11th in the Noorderlicht Church at 8 p.m. 
 

RUINS, SHIPWRECKS AND VOLCANOES: their relevance in 
Romantic Art and Literature with John Gilroy 
During the European romantic movement the work of contemporary poets and artists paid particular 
attention to the implications of ruin, shipwreck and volcanic activity. The complacent and peaceable 
period of enlightenment is challenged by events over which man had no control and which diminished 
his sense of authority.  

This talk looks at the enthralling topic of 'Catastrophe' in the relationships between particular 
texts and paintings, between texts and their illustrations, and between treatments of the same theme in 

visual and poetic representation. 
John Gilroy is Senior Lecturer in English at APU, 

Cambridge. He has been Course Director for the University of 
Cambridge Shakespeare Summer School, and has lectured 
widely in Britain and abroad for 'Inscape' and the English-
Speaking Union. He has particular interests in the Romantic 
period, Nineteenth-Century American fiction and the literature 
of Travel. He has published on Wordsworth and on various 
topics in Romanticism and has talked for GNE on two previous 
occasions. He is currently writing books on early aeronautics 

and on the poet, Gerard Manley Hopkins. 
 

Recent event: Friday 19th January, 8 p.m. in the Noorderlicht Church. 

The Houses of Hidden England – a slide illustrated talk by Ray Biggs  
The title of this lecture really intrigued me when I first read it. “ Hidden England”?  Our speaker soon put 
my mind at rest by explaining that in one small area of England, which most of us just pass through on 
our way to the North or South, namely to the west of Norfolk, we will find five fascinating properties to 
visit.  Rockingham Castle, Grimsthorpe, a house owned by one family for 500 years, Belvoir (pronounced 
Beaver) the seat of the Dukes of Norfolk, Belton House, the quintessential country estate and Burghley, 
considered one of the finest houses of the Elizabethan age. Ray a zoologist by profession, with a love of 

history, is currently manager for the National Trust at 
Grimsthorpe. 
At the peak of country house building there were 
approximately 10,000 houses in England. Now with the 
decline of the country houses there are only between 3000 
and 4500 left and of these about 800 are open to the public. 
The idea of visiting country houses is not new.  However, 
before the mid 16 century travelling was very dangerous and 
people only travelled for trade or for pilgrimage. The mid 16-
century saw an evolution in visiting with the Royal Progress  
Edward the VI began this phenomena and it was continued 



  

by Henry VIII and Queen Elizabeth I, who never actually built a house herself but let all her courtiers 
vie with each other to attract her to their house!  In later centuries the middle classes slipped caretakers 
money to let them see the grand houses when the owners were absent. Visiting became so popular that 
in 1711 they had to employ extra staff at Blenheim Palace to keep the visitors back.  Between the last 
two world wars, due to the vast amounts needed for the upkeep of the properties, it became an 
economic necessity to open houses to the public and Country House tourism began on a large scale. 
All the houses in the “Hidden England” are within an hour’s drive of each other.  Starting with 
Rockingham Castle - the oldest of the houses, built under the orders of William I - Ray with the aid of 
beautiful slides gave us a short history of each house often built, rebuilt or altered by some of the most 
prominent, and sometimes even the same, architects, artists and landscapers of their times.  He also 
gave us glimpses into the wonderful collections accumulated by the respective families over the years. 
We were also given an insight of the families that lived there, their lands and estates and of the links 
between these families by marriage. 
I have so many notes on this lecture that I have found it difficult to reduce it to this small resume.  My 
suggestion is for you to go and visit these hidden treasures and see them for yourself. I certainly will!                                                                                                                                                   
CB 

 
Recent event:  Tuesday 12th February, in the Noorderlicht Church, Zeist at 8 p.m. 

Attracting wildlife to your garden  – a slide illustrated talk by Robert Good  
Robert is an excellent example of what can happen when a hobby becomes a passion!  From the 
humble beginning of building a small pond in a tiny garden soon to be inhabited by two goldfish called 
Fay and Ian and a frog which made it his home, to fifteen years later being involved with the 

Bumblebee wildlife garden, the Cambridge watch Survey, Madingley toad 
rescue, having his garden featured on the television, and giving lectures, 
Robert’s hobby has certainly brought him a long way.   
Until about twenty years ago wildlife was abundant and most people were only 
interested in keeping it out of their gardens. However, those interested in nature 
began to realise that wildlife was disappearing and slowly they began to think 
of schemes to help wildlife survive and the idea of a wildlife garden was born.  

Most of us think of a wildlife garden as a wilderness which is a cross 
between a waste ground and jungle but Robert assured us that our gardens do 
not have to look like that and that by making small adjustments we can do our 
bit for conservation by attracting and helping wildlife to survive in our modern 
world. Robert showed us slides of a beautiful garden designed to attract 

butterflies. It was designed by a man who started out as a butterfly collector and who saw such a drop 
in the number of butterflies that he decided to do something about it. He can now count 20 different 
varieties of butterflies in this garden!  Robert pointed out that we must try to think from the viewpoint 

of whatever wildlife we wish to attract into our gardens. What do 
they need to survive and what will make our garden fit their idea of 
a paradise - food, water, passing by shelter for the odd weekend or 
perhaps a home. Simple things like making your pond accessible by 
having an easy shallow access route for wildlife can attract all sorts 
of water wildlife and give the birds a place to drink and wash. 
Feeding the birds in the winter and providing nesting boxes in the 
right situations. The choice of plants that you grow can influence 
what you attract, as can interesting places where wildlife can spend 

the winter like a woodpile or a compost heap. Be a little lazy, don’t be too tidy!  Remember too not to 
light a bonfire in the winter without first checking that a hedgehog hasn’t curled up for its hibernation! 
Use as few chemical products as possible, there are alternatives and remember an organic garden 
usually finds its own balance and nature has it’s own remedies. 

 A very interesting, enjoyable and thought provoking evening with a touch of humour and 
illustrated with beautiful slides.                                                                                                       CB                              
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