
IN MEMORIAM

Brian Gerald Ashmore, 
M.B.E., R.D. and Clasp, J.P., M.A., F.S.A., Lt. Cdr. R.N.R. Rtd.

1924-2004

Brian Gerald Ashmore, who died at Cornwall Park, Newton Stewart, Wigtownshire
on 23 December 2004, was a well known figure in the public life of Cumberland for
half a century, a member of this Society from 1956 and elected a Patron in 1990.

Son of Gerald Ashmore of Claughton, Cheshire, Brian was of Manx and
Denbighshire stock and I first met him in the Michaelmas Term of 1942, when he
came up from Wallasey Grammar School to St John’s. We were on the same stair
and amid the modest privations of wartime Oxford we established as immediate
rapport. He was an eager type, ready to discourse on and discuss any subject under
the sun, far into the small hours; in this he never changed.

Soon afterwards the forces swallowed us, in Brian’s case the Royal Navy. He saw
service in the Mediterranean, the Arctic, and later in the Far East. The Navy and 
St John’s continued to be a prime interest for the rest of his life. This was
particularly evident on the occasion of the Society’s excursion to Oxford in
September 1991, based at St John’s. When the appointed lecturer failed to appear
Brian took the floor without a moment’s hesitation and delivered a fascinating
oration on the Oxford of his day.

Shortly after the war he and I spent a very warm August walking in Tuscany and
the Marches of eastern Italy. Two strong memories remain – of an afternoon in the
basement of the Pitti Palace watching picture after picture from what must have
been a great part of the Uffizi Gallery, temporarily stored there, hauled before us;
and of a marathon journey over the hills from Urbino to San Marino, with dubious
assistance at one stage from a lorry which was collecting unexpended, and
unexploded, military leavings. He was already an historian and it was perhaps this
trip which ensured that Roman archaeology was to become a lifelong passion.

There followed a post with United Steel in Sheffield and in 1949 marriage to
Susan, daughter of H. C. Hodgson and niece of W. N. (Noel) Hodgson, the First
World War poet killed on the Somme in 1916. This connection with a very
influential Cumberland family (they supplied Clerks of the Peace and their Deputies
for the County from 1792 to 1942 in an unbroken succession) was important for the
Society. Susan was a close relation of T. H. Hodgson of Newby Grange and his
daughter, Kate Hodgson, both of whom were major figures in the Society in their
time, and Brian ensured that much material and invaluable knowledge of the
Society’s early history was thereby passed on. The marriage produced a son and two
daughters, who, together with Sue survive him.

In 1950 United Steel transferred him to its subsidiary, the Distington Engineering
Company, to manage its housing stock. Housing, in the form of the Westfield
Housing Association of which he was Director and Secretary, was to fill his working
life. 
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Politics had always been amongst his concerns and he stood unsuccessfully three
times as a Liberal candidate: twice for the constituency of Penrith and the Borders
(1957, 1963), once for Carlisle (1964). Very active in Maryport: he was a Justice of
the Peace from 1966 and for many years an Independent member of the Urban
District Council – three time its chairman and retiring from Maryport Town
Council in 1983. He was one of the town’s best-known and most respected
personalities.

It was a happy circumstance that found Brian settled at Camp Hill, Maryport.
The Roman fort of Alauna, then less well-known than now, was almost on his
doorstep. There had been a number of excavations over the years by the Senhouse
family; the objects recovered formed the nucleus or rather almost the whole of their
collection housed at Netherhall. In 1966 the late Mike (M. G.) Jarrett led the
Society’s centenary excavations on the site (see CWAAS Extra Series Vol. XXII) and
subsequently became one of Brian’s close friends.  

It was about 45 years ago that Brian first showed me a small part of the
Netherhall collection – three or four of the Alauna altars barely undercover by the
kitchen quarters entrance of Netherhall. His concern for their state of preservation
was very apparent. By the time of Roger Senhouse’s death in 1970, the two of them
had gathered the collection into the coach-house of Netherhall. There, after the fire
which destroyed Netherhall itself, it remained, in deteriorating conditions.

In the 1980s, as Honorary Curator of the Netherhall Collection, Brian took
decisive action. Employing all his talents and with a wealth of local contacts and
local experience, he coaxed and cajoled a team led by Mike Jarrett into forming the
Senhouse Museum Trust in 1985, raising the necessary finance, and persuading 
Mr J. Scott-Plummer, the owner of the collection, to deposit it on a long term basis
with the Trust. It gave Brian additional pleasure, as Lieutenant-Commander
R.N.R., to solve the problem of the former naval drill-hall on Sea-Brows: the Battery
makes an excellent home for that unrivalled assembly of Roman military altars and
has won a Small Museum of the Year award. After the town’s undeserved long years
of depression, Maryport, through this and other development, now has its place on
the tourist map, and the Roman presence on the outer Solway has more and more
drawn the interest of historians and archaeologists. Of all his achievements, Brian
could be proudest of his rescue of the Senhouse collection.

Brian and his second wife, May, finally felt compelled to leave Camp Hill and
settle on the other side of the Solway. They were able, however, to attend the tenth
anniversary of the opening of the Senhouse Roman Museum in 2000. The
disabilities and indignities of deteriorating health he did not bear gladly. But we will
all miss that enthusiasm, that impish gleam in the eye, the orotund mode of speech,
those epistolae verbosae et grandes, 15 or 20 pages long, so challenging to reply to, that
emanated from Alauna, if not Capri. Ave atque vale.

Our sympathy goes to those who remain – to Sue, to their children, and to May,
who was such an indispensable support to him in his latter years.

G. S. Harris
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IN MEMORIAM

John Charlton, L.V.O., M.A., F.S.A.
1909-2004

John Charlton, who died on 29 October 2004 was a well-respected archaeologist,
Inspector for the Royal Commission on Historical Monuments, and Past President
of this Society from 1968-1971.

The only son of John Charlton of Tyneside and Emily from County Antrim, John
was born on 7 June 1909 in Gateshead. He was educated there and at Durham
University, obtaining a 1st Class degree in both English and in History. He had
intended further research in Renaissance Architecture, but whilst waiting for a book
at Durham University library he noticed an advertisement for an archaeological dig
which was taking place on the nearby Roman Wall. He decided to investigate and
cycled over. There he had his first meeting with Professor Eric Birley – the start a
lifelong friendship. John dropped Renaissance Architecture for the still relatively new
study of archaeology.

His first serious archaeological work on the Wall was so early that it is featured in
a photograph taken in 1929 and exhibited in Birdoswald Museum as a piece of
history itself. John is shown, together with Sir Ian Richmond, then the foremost
authority on Roman Britain, and R. G Collingwood, the internationally known
historian, poet and philosopher. 

Thereafter, John started a series of archaeological digs sponsored by a range of
universities and academic bodies. He formed a close link with Professor Sir
Mortimer Wheeler of London University, even meeting with Sir Arthur Evans at this
time. 

His archaeological digs soon extended beyond Hadrian’s Wall, and included the
discovery of a large medieval abbey at Waltham Abbey, and a Tudor Palace near
Southampton. The work he was involved in has been described by Robin Birley,
Director of Vindolanda Museum, as “setting the academic agenda for archaeology
for the next fifty years”.

However, perhaps because of the uncertainty of the employment he obtained a
permanent post with the Royal Commission on Historical Monuments, surveying
historic buildings and ancient monuments throughout the country. His pioneering
work in Westmorland in the 1930s left him with an abiding love of the area which he
never lost after his career took him elsewhere. The publication of the RCHM
volume on Westmorland in 1936 was a milestone in the study of the county’s history
and, in the absence of a Victoria County History, is still an indispensable volume.
John always maintained this interest through his later connection with the Society,
especially in his friendship with Clare Fell and Fred Hughes, and particularly with
regard to Lady Anne Clifford and her buildings – (see his article in Ancient
Monuments and their interpretation: Essays presented to A.J. Taylor (1977).

On the outbreak of War he was precluded from active service because of a
medical condition. He remained with the Royal Commission and obtained a full
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time Inspector position, being responsible for historic architecture and ancient
monuments, as well as assisting in the storage and concealment of national treasures
during bombing raids. Two particularly significant and inter-connected events
occurred for him during the War. Firstly, he prevented, by appealing above his
superiors, the destruction of important parts of the Roman Wall by the extraction of
materials for airfield runways. The battle was very acrimonious with John pitted
against powerful quarry-owners and influential politicians. However, he was able to
show that RAF runways could be built just as easily from alternative sources. He
ultimately won the approval of Government Ministers and subsequently important
areas of this World Heritage Site remain available for the public today. However, the
quarry-owners were not giving up without legal compulsion and, as a reflection of
the urgency of the position, he went personally to get the Order legally sealed at the
Ministry Registry in the summer of 1943. This resulted in the second significant
event, when he first met his wife Beryl Byrd, who was in charge of the Registry.

John subsequently became Principal Inspector of Ancient Monuments and the
Royal Palaces. This suited him, being close to the family home now in London, and
enabling his diplomatic as well as his intellectual skills to be exercised. He was
responsible for 10 Downing Street, and consequently had much contact with a
number of Prime Ministers and their families. He similarly met with the Royal
Family regarding their residences, sometimes dined with them, especially at
Windsor, to discuss changes that they had in mind. The Queen clearly had
considerable respect and liking for him, and he was invited to Garden Parties at
Buckingham Palace well into his retirement, until he was too unwell to attend. He
was awarded the personal decoration of Lieutenant of the Victorian Order. He
would also frequently be produced for foreign dignitaries coming on State Visits,
and sometimes be asked to write pieces at short notice for them.

He did not, however, forget his love of the North and, in 1947, he first became a
member of this Society and a Council Member a year later. In 1959 he was elected a
Vice-President and was President from 1968 to 1971. Living in Surrey in retirement
meant that he was a less frequent visitor to Cumbria than he might have liked but he
always kept in touch with the Society. It was a particular pleasure therefore that the
Society’s publication on Brougham Castle (Research Series VIII), in 1998, should
have been dedicated to him, having been the author of the official guidebook to
Brougham Castle, first published in 1950 and revised in 1988. This was marked by a
special on site presentation to him by the Society and English Heritage.

He was a long-standing member of the Society of Antiquaries and was President
of the Royal Archaeological Institute. As a speaker at these Societies he was always
very much in demand for his wide-ranging knowledge, his enthusiasm for his subject
and his wit. Yet he also found time to put his keen photographic skills to use (he had
a number of photographs published). He played the flute in amateur orchestras and
ensembles and, in earlier days, a double bass in a jazz band.

He was extensively published and, on formal retirement, he continued to work on a
range of tasks, including in the House of Lords, writing articles and delivering
lectures. This was suddenly cut short by the discovery of throat cancer but despite the
pessimism of his surgeon he made a good recovery and thankfully recovered his voice.

At the age of 88 he learned to use a computer. A fax machine and mobile phone
followed soon and two years later he was “on-line” for the first time.
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John had a great relish for life and even up until his final illness a few months ago
had outlined further academic projects he wished to complete. His final article,
published in Archaeologia Aeliana 33, appropriately was about his work in saving part
of the Roman Wall.

His wife predeceased him but he is survived by a son and daughter.

Richard Charlton
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