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Introduction

Britain is a place steeped in history: it has several famous 
World Heritage Sites, dozens of designated battlefields and 
protected shipwrecks, thousands of conservation areas, tens of 
thousands of Scheduled Ancient Monuments and hundreds 
of thousands of historic, listed buildings – and these make up 
just a tiny fraction of our history. Yet, for a country that has 
preserved so much of its past, an awful lot has been lost.

Over the centuries, priceless treasures have disappeared, 
exceptional buildings have been torn down, potentially 
world-changing technologies quietly killed off and entire 
settlements wiped out by wars or a catastrophe of nature. 
Sometimes the search for them has never been called off – 
for example in the Fens where King John’s crown jewels are 
thought to have vanished. But, more often, there is no hope 
of recovery because the loss has been total or because no one 
has any clear idea of where to look.

Sometimes all we have left are a few tantalizing clues in 
a fading document, an odd fragment of carved stone poking 
through the grass or a shadowy outline made visible only 
by the magic of ground-penetrating radar. But exploring 
history this way can be thrilling and more rewarding than 
traipsing along the heritage trail where all the romance has 
been lost to the coaches, queues and crowds. This book, I 
hope, provides the perfect place to begin your search.

David Long, 
Brent Eleigh, Suffolk
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Anne Boleyn’s Heart
w

Suffolk

Henry viii was considerate enough 
to pay £23 for a French swordsman to behead 
his wife – it’s a cleaner cut than when using an 

executioner’s axe – but showed no such care when 
it came to burying her remains.

While in itself not exactly surprising, the horribly casual 
disposal of the dead queen came to light in the 1870s 
during work on the chapel of St Peter ad Vincula in the 
Tower of London. Lifting the chancel floor, workmen found 
thousands of bones, including those of a young woman 
crammed unceremoniously into an old elm munitions box.

Forensic examination revealed that these were ‘all 
perfectly consolidated and symmetrical and belong to the 
same person’. It was also apparent that the skull, with its 
‘large eyes, oval face, and rather square full chin’, was in 
entirely the wrong place for someone who had been buried 
in one piece. There was no evidence of the rumoured sixth 
finger, but little doubt that it was the body of Anne Boleyn.

Sensitive to the status of these and other remains, which 
included another two queens, two saints and numerous 
noblemen, Queen Victoria determined they should be 
reburied in a more respectful and orderly fashion. What 
would not have been apparent at this time, however, was 
that Anne may well have been missing something other than 
just her head.

At such a distance and with her death surrounded by 
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myth, the truth is impossible to verify, but for centuries 
many have believed that the queen’s heart was removed after 
her execution and then spirited away from the capital.

Some say this was done on the orders of Henry, but it 
seems unlikely that he would trouble to give this order, only 
then to show no interest at all in what happened to the rest 
of her. Others insist it was her uncle who rescued the organ, 
Sir Philip Parker of Erwarton Hall in Suffolk, returning 
home with it and arranging for an interment in the local 
parish church dedicated to St Mary.
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It is a colourful story, typical of the kind of romantic 
drama that is attributed to doomed royals. The difference 
with this tale is that it might have some substance. The 
decoration on the font in St Mary’s church includes a rather 
singular Tudor rose, and the local pub is called the Queen’s 
Head. The clincher, however, is the discovery of a small heart-
shaped lead casket in 1837. By then it contained nothing 
more substantial than dust, but this and the suggestion it 
was reburied beneath the organ has proved to be more than 
enough to keep the legend alive.

Back-to-Backs 
w

Birmingham

A Victorian innovation, built at a time of 
rapid population expansion and increasing 

urbanization, the back-to-back house provided a 
cheap way of accommodating the poor, although 
its shortcomings very quickly became apparent.

In most British towns and cities, specific laws make it illegal 
to run a washing line across the street, but for decades 
working-class families in cities such as Birmingham, Leeds, 
Liverpool and Manchester had no choice. From the 1830s 
they were crammed into back-to-backs, dingy slum terraces 
in which pairs of terraced houses shared their back walls, 
leaving no room for even the meanest yard.

Sharing their side walls with the neighbours as well 
meant that such dwellings could be built very cheaply and 
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