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orpe Park 
THORPE PARK which lies on the A320 two miles 
south of Staines, is Britain's first 'theme park.' Built 
around old gravel pits it is primarily dedicated to 
the British people as a maritime nation. 

Aquatic sports such as rowing, canoeing, board 
sailing and water skiing play a large part in the 
activities of this pleasure park. There is a water-bus 
which will take you around the various lakes and 
you can also hop on a (free) land train which con- 
tinually traverses the attractions on the dry land; 
this latter consists of two surrey-like trailers towed 
by a replica of a steam engine. 

At the centre of the Park there is the Mountbatten 
Pavilion which was opened by the late Earl Mount- 
batten of Burma only last year. The building is per- 
haps best described as a pleasure dome which Kubla 
Khan would have enjoyed; it houses a restaurant, 
ice-cream parlour, snack bar, pub, off-licence, gift 

shops, indoor games room and a large open hall 
where dances and other entertainments are held. 

All these attractions-and more-will appeal to 
any family looking for an outing, but there are also 
certain facets which will have particular interest for 
the readers of this magazine. 

Archaeological Reconstructions 
To illustrate the part in Britain's history played 

by maritime invaders, a number of period buildings 
and other features have been reconstructed. 

O~bviously there are a number of inhibiting factors. 
particularly finance, when building reconstructions 
on a large scale. Not only has the object to 'be 
weather proof, but also public proof. I t  also has to 
look realistic and to cater for large numbers of 
visitors. Sometimes when  facts are lacking (as in 
the case of the motte castle), an imaginative solu- 



tion has been found by the designer and director, 
Terry 'Catliffe. Archaeologists will not always agree 
with the solutions, but a t  least there is a logical 
process behind them, rather than something garnered 
from a Hollywood production. 

"Neolithic Cave" 
The size and interior of the 'cave' is that of a 

small country bus shelter, except that the entrance 
is shaped like an inverted 'V'. Inside upon the walls 
are painted figures of hunters, animals and hands 
based on the Dordogne cave paintings of the Upper 
Paleolithic. The dating on the adjacent notice board 
is an aberration which is to be remedied. 

Iron Age Roundhouse 
This is built with two opposing doorways (to faci- 

litate the circulation of the public) and has a sur- 
rounding wickerwork fence. The four centre post\ 
and the main circle of supporting uprights appear to 
be built from the living wood which gives the hut 
a particular sense of being inhabited. 

The walls are turf, faced on the inside to the 

height of two feet with wattling and above with split 
wood. The roof is covered by fern and turf, but 
because of weathering this has had to be covered in 
turn by a green nylon furry 'carpet' which is by 
no means as horrifying as it sounds; the vent in the 
centre of the roof is closed with perspex. These is 
no fireplace under the vent but to one side lies an 
oven built by British Museum staJf; unfortunately 
it became somewhat misshapen in drying. 

On an adjoining mound is a 1 :5 scale reproduc- 
tion of the White Horse of Uffington. There is also 
a very good reconstruction of a chariot, based on the 
latest evidence with double semi-circular sides. 

Roman Period 
The pride of place must undoubtedly go to the 

galley. Not only does it look authentic but it was 
actually sailed around the South Coast from Apple- 
dore where it (and the Golden Hind) was built, and 
up the Thames; this journey testifies to the quality 
of its workmanship. I t  is a 22-oared despatch vessel 
with two sails (and concealed twin diesel engines). 

Opposite the galley is a large canvas 'warehouse' 
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whose contents depict the trade of ;Roman Britain. 
Imports include two stuffed lions and a number of 
hessian covered crates, one of which is addressed 
to Marcus Favionius Facilis, centurion of the 20th 
Legion-a nice touch. Other crates have stamped on 
them their notional contents in Latin and English, 
for examplc lead (cxport) and marblc (import). 

Towering above the quayside is a watchtower 
which gives a good panoramic view of the 'Park, 
while a road which leads away !from the area, is 
lined with casts o l  well-known funerary bas-reliels; 
one of these is of the said Facilis-perhaps the crate 
contained a panacea from Rome to cure a British 
cold but which was fatally delayed by rough seas! 
Whatever the reason, it is a designer's drollity. 

The road leads to a Roman fort entrance similar 
to the one at the Lunt; some aspects of this last 
feature, such as the stairway up to the rampart, put 
the iCoventry one to shame, though it is a pity that 
there are no actual gates to it yet. Also in the area 
is a circular temple, a small 'forum' and a pool with 
a portico and columns. 

Saxon and Viking 
This period is represented 'by a magnificently built 

10th century timber hall with a Norfolk reed 
thatched roof; inside are effigies of ,three chiefs. 
Opposite is a 32-oared Viking longship, again built 
at Appledore and again looking very authentic. 

Motte and Bailey 
The motte is surmounted by a somewhat scaled- 

down castle. 'Because no-one could provide any 
evidence for the colour of its external face, the 
designer boldly decided ,to copy one from the Bayeux 
Tapestry. The effect is startling at first but not alien. 
Inside the fortifications are effigies of King William 
and two knights. The base of the castle is 
approached by a mundane flight of steps rather than 
the flying bridge depicted in the Tapestry (public 
safety!). 

Runnymede 
A large pavilion contains a banquet scene with 

King John and his retainers. I t  is generally very 
realistic in appearance, with the dog under the bench 
looking extremely lifelike, but then it should, being 
the product of the taxidermist's art. 

Aeroplanes 
A number of reconstructions of aeroplanes from 

World War l '(shades of 'Wings') have been 
assembled around a small airfield; eight of them are 
flying models. In addition there are a n u m k r  of 
actual items including a German field kitchen. 

Aeroplanes of a later date include a replica of the 
Schneider Trophy winner which occasionally taxis 
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on the lakes and a real Sea 'Hawk, Sea Vixen, 
Hunter and a helicopter. 

Summing-up 
I have tried to give an impression of the many 

interesting items to be seen at Thorpe Park, but 
by no means have I listed them all. Generally, the 
archaeological reconstructions are very good given 
the constraints and the operators are to be congratu- 
lated on providing such a sense of atmosphere with- 
out ,bringing in the Disney Land ballyhoo. !Many 
children (and adults) must come away from the Park 
with a deeper understanding of various aspects of 
the past, having wandered around this living history. 

Admission Details 
The normal rates are: adults £1.80, children 90p 

and senior citizens £1.30; party rates are: adults 
£1.40, children 70p and senior citizens £1. Car park- 
ing is free as is access to the reconstructions, but 
trips on the water bus, the use of boats, etc., must 
be paid for. The Park is open from 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. 
and the address is Staines Lane, Chertsey, Surrey 
KT16 81PN (tel. 09328 62633). 


