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I WALKED briskly to the Spear’s Book 
Awards lunch at the Criterion Restaurant 

on Piccadilly Circus. Walking briskly, even if 
you’ve gone, initially, to the wrong venue, cannot 
be recommended in this heat. But the immense 
Byzantine space of the restaurant had a calm-
ing, if not an immediately cooling, effect. Walls 
of marble rise up into a glittering mosaic vault. 
In 1900, there was no more bustling rendezvous 
than the Criterion, its Long Bar staffed by a well-
drilled army of barmaids. Whistler would lounge 
away the afternoon there; even Ghandi visited as 
a young lawyer. But, oh, can’t they modify the 
lighting, still as glaring as in the gaslight era? 
It’s rather like lunching in a swimming pool.

I passed by the Criterion again on Saturday 
morning, taking my nine-year-old son Charlie to 
a recording studio; a friend had offered him £20 
to be Third Pig in an iPad app about fairy tales. 
(‘That’s Two Zero, Dad. I don’t get out of bed for 
less.’) A bendy bus having blocked the end of 
Piccadilly on a semi-permanent basis, we had to 
abandon the car. As I sauntered back through the 
Mediterranean warmth, past a group of Italians, 
I felt I’d gone on holiday without leaving home. 
Was it because I was wearing shorts? CA

THE harvest has begun a few weeks 
earlier than normal. The whole country-

side is turning yellow under the baking sun. 
My cherries ripened and were eaten by the black-
birds before we could lay a finger on them, but 
we’ve enjoyed the replacements bought from 
the farm shop. British cherries have had a torrid 
time, with hundreds of acres grubbed out as 
they were unable to compete with foreign 
imports, but there are signs of a revival thanks 
to new lower-growing varieties and, blackbirds 
permitting, they are a delicious alternative to 
the ubiquitous strawberry.

On Sunday, there was a surprise 70th birth-
day party for my mother. Dad had managed 
to organise it due to Mum’s inability to use 
a computer combined with a series of hushed 
phonecalls—that could be cut off at any moment
—when she slipped outside to water the garden. 
For a man who has spent almost a year in 
hospital, followed by another in a wheelchair, 
it was some achievement to organise the whole 
thing. For my mother, who has nursed him, 
it was a wonderful and occasionally emotional 
thank-you. The fact that Dad managed to walk 
to the table with his zimmer frame was the 
cherry on the cake. MH

Walking tall
Country Mouse

Hot spots
Town Mouse

Enjoy opera at the Courtyard at 51
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IF you’re stuck in London this 
summer, you don’t have to miss the 

delights of country-house opera. As 
well as the acclaimed season at Holland 
Park, you can enjoy it on a more inti-
mate scale in the Courtyard at 51, 
between Victoria Street and St James’s 
Park. For four nights only—July 30 
and 31 and August 20 and 21—the 
Courtyard’s will host operatic and 
classical excerpts, including from 
La Traviata, Carmen and Nabucco, 
performed by The Covent Garden 
Strings Company, while the audience 
enjoys an alfresco dinner prepared 
by Quilon’s Michelin-starred chef, 

Ghost boats get protection

THE Purton Hulks, a magnet for 
maritime archaeologists and boat 

enthusiasts, is to receive protection 
at last. Forming a makeshift tidal 
erosion barrier on the River Severn, 
the hulks comprise a mile-and-a-half-
long stretch of wrecks run aground 
between 1900 and 1963—from Severn 
trows and schooners to ferrous con-
crete barges—that plugs a landslip 
between the river and the parallel 
Sharpness to Gloucester Canal. Now, 
after a lengthy battle by local cam-
paigners, English Heritage (EH) is 
to recognise the Harriett, a former 
Kennet Canal barge, as a scheduled 
ancient monument; 11 others will be 
registered by National Historic Ships. 
However, Paul Barnett, chairman of 
Friends of Purton, wants the whole 
site to be protected, warning that 
the hulks are being destroyed by 
vandals and trophy-hunters. He’s 
vowed: ‘I’ll sleep in the mud to save 
them if I have to.’ English Heritage is 
also funding conservation of a major 
shipwreck in the Swash, outside 

Poole. The merchant ship has carv-
ings that date from 1629, possibly 
the oldest of any ship in the world.

Monuments at risk
ONE IN SIX scheduled ancient monu-
ments is at risk, according to EH’s 
recently released 2010 Heritage at 
Risk Register, which highlights the 
difficulty of categorising these precious 
pieces of history. Monuments, such 
as Glastonbury Tor and Conwy Castle, 
include prehistoric burial grounds, 
Roman villas and earthworks, but 
they’re usually on private land and 
have little practical use or fundraising 
potential. Now, there’s a risk that 
beneficiary schemes, such as Natural 
England’s Environmental Stewardship 
programme, which covers 2,000 monu-
ments, could be squeezed by budgetary 
cutbacks. EH’s Vince Holyoak says: 
‘Archaeological sites don’t generate 
an income, but their importance as 
part of our heritage is immeasurable.’ 
EH is currently researching owner 
attitudes to scheduled monuments.

Sriram Aylur. Performers will stroll 
among the crowd as well as appearing 
on a balcony under the magnificent 
Shakespeare frieze that surrounds 
the courtyard. Tickets from £59.95. 
To book, telephone 020–7963 8373 
or visit www.51-buckinghamgate.
com/courtyard_51 JW

The historic importance of Purton Hulks on the Severn has been recognised

New alfresco
opera in London
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