AMICA in england, 2011
by Shirley Nix
This year the Convention was held in England, and what
a trip it proved to be. Summer seemed to have forgotten England
this year, with rain and cold weather more or less the norm, but
the itinerary and the good company proved to be more than a
match for that.
Right at the start we need to thank Julian Dyer, who
headed up the whole trip and found some really fantastic spots
for us to visit. Of course, special thanks also to Liz Barnhart,
who acted again as registrar, handled the money, and many of the
headaches. Thanks also to Boz Oram and Linda Paskins, our
tour guides who arranged the travel details for us. The hotels
were great, as were the meals and buses.
The trip started on Monday, when the buses picked us
up and took us to Kew Gardens, where we were free to roam this
huge area on our own. It’s a lovely place, and one of the highlights for me was the Queen Charlotte’s Cottage, which was built
solely as a picnic spot-inside. All the lovely grounds available
for them and the picnics were held upstairs in the cottage.
This is acknowledged as one of the world’s foremost
botanical gardens, with 55 acres, and a really impressive “treetop
walk”. It seemed most of our hearty AMICA members managed
to take this walk, even though the elevator to the top was out of
order, but what are a few stairs?
From the gardens back to the bus for a short trip to the
Kew Bridge Pumping Engine Museum. We had visited this
museum back in ‘93 when we had our first AMICA convention
in England, but there was quite a change this time. The original
beam engines of 1869 were up and running and the whole place
had been changed. We were thrilled to see the 100 inch engine
running.
Then it was on to the Musical Museum at Brentford,
which had been located in an old church last time AMICA visited. After 40 years in the leaky church the museum is now in a
new building specially designed for the collection of automatic
musical instruments. The instruments were demonstrated, much
to our delight, and a buffet dinner followed.
When we had been fed it was time for the pumper contest, which is always a lot of fun. There were several contestants,
including Terry Smythe who admitted he had never played a
pumper before.
The judges “chewed on it” for a while and decided the
winner was Al Rustad. Since “footsie” didn’t make it over the
pond this year the award was a diploma, appropriately dubbed by
Julian Dyer as “a flat footsie”.
Tuesday we left London, driving to the West Country
via a great detour through the countryside villages filled with
charming thatch-roofed cottages. We also went through a very
upscale, be it rural, area where Madonna used to ride her horse,
and where rockstar Sting has his mansion.
Our final destination was the UNESCO heritage site Stonehenge, where we were supplied with headsets pointing out the
different sites and telling of the different theories of the origin.
These ran from giant men bringing the stones from Wales, Merlin
using his magic at the bequest of King Arthur, and the latest
being, of course, aliens from another planet.
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This is a very imposing monument, and the audio sets were really very
interesting as we walked the trail. One
could almost imagine the above theories of
origin having some merit, since these huge
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stones were brought from Wales, a few
hundred miles away, and evolved between 3,000BC and 1600
BC. What a massive undertaking, especially for prehistoric people. These stones would be a huge job even today.
Then it was on to Salisbury, for free time to tour and
shop in this medieval city. We had two hotels in this spot, since
Salisbury is not large, nor are the hotels.
In the evening we were able to visit the magnificent
cathedral for a private recital on the “Father Willis” organ. For
those who wished, they could arrive earlier for a choral presentation by a visiting choir from Innsbruck.
The cathedral is a very imposing structure. It was built
in just 38 years starting in 1220, and houses one of the four
remaining original copies of the Magna Carta. It also houses
Europe’s oldest clock, from 1386, which has ticked over 5 million times.
Wednesday was the day many were here for - the Great
Dorset Steam Fair for the day. This is probably the largest show
of its kind in the world, set on 600 acres of land. The displays of
the steam engines are just mind boggling. These huge machines
are restored to perfection, and are driven and worked throughout
the day, as was evidenced by the smoke and fumes. There were
tractors from very small to very large and some pulled very
heavy loads, some cut lumber, and some powered the fairground
organs.
Mixed in with the engines and tractors are the fairground organs, which of course were the items of most interest to
most of us. This year they didn’t have as many as usual....only
40 large and larger organs! This was an organ lover’s paradise,
with organs everywhere it seemed. There were Gaviolis, including the first book playing organ delivered to England. One Gavioli had a setting for the organ complete with a waterfall and
flowers, a stream and fountains. There was a huge Verbeeck, a
101-key Mortier, a Dean organ, a few Bursens, a very small
DuWyn, a small Bruder, a few Marenghis, and just on and on.
As an interesting sidelight..one of the organs was owned
originally by a showman who was married to England’s champion sword swallower. Several of the organs also had displays of
showman wagons, which were used as we use trailers today.
What a fabulous way to spend a day.
For those brave hearts there were also fairground rides,
some stomach lurching just to watch, and two carousels. Of
course, food courts were everywhere, and there were booths with
just about anything you wanted, from souvenirs to clothing.
There were two scheduled pickups, one in the afternoon
and one at eight p.m. so we had the choice to go back to the hotel
and spend more time in Salisbury or to stay until evening. It was
a long day, with lots of walking, but well worth the effort.
On Thursday we drove to the West Somerset Railway
for a train ride to Minehead. This is a preserved steam operated
branch, which took us through some lovely scenery for a relaxing
ride.
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When we arrived in Minehead, a seaside resort, we had
free time to explore the town. Unfortunately the weather didn’t
cooperate too well, and many of us spent a lot of the time in coffee shops watching the rain.
In the afternoon we visited the private collection of
Bernie and Anne Brown. When we arrived they had set up a
lovely afternoon tea for us (the rain had stopped, fortunately),
with tea and cakes. We sat in the backyard and enjoyed this and
then went inside in groups to see their collection. This is a very
interesting collection, with many reed organs, harmoniums,
music boxes, and other rare items not generally seen.
We had a buffet dinner at the hotel and then had the
evening free to explore the village of Bristol, or just to relax.
Friday was perhaps the most unusual trip of the Convention, with a visit to the “Big Pit”, a coal mine in Wales. On the
way the road was lined with heather, and goats were roaming
free. The ride into the area was worth the trip on itís own, but the
best was yet to come.
This is the remains of a working coal mine, and the trip
into the hole was really a trip into another world and time. The
tours are run by retired miners, and they really knew the story
well.
It was, in a way, a shocking experience to learn how the
miners worked mostly in darkness, along with the horses who
pulled the ore trains and the children who stood in total darkness
to open the fire doors as the carts approached. The lights were
turned out so we could get the full impact of total darkness. Of
course, we didn’t have the rats and cockroaches to keep us company as the inhabitants did in the heyday of the mine.
When the tour was over we were free to visit the other
buildings on site where the repairs were done to the equipment,
and the shower rooms, which were a later addition, which made
home life a little easier.
We boarded the buses again and started off to the city of
Bath, but one of the buses had mechanical trouble (it wouldn’t
go!), so our bus had to turn around on a very narrow road, go
back and load up as many as we could on our bus. The bus company sent out a mechanic and the bus was repaired very quickly
and didn’t give us any more trouble on the trip.
We had a couple of hours to explore Bath. The original
Roman baths are available to visit, and the town itself has many
interesting sites.
Tonight was our farewell dinner, since this was the end
of the original tour, and about half were going home or on to
other tours from here.
The farewell dinner was aboard Isambard Kingdom
Brunel’s famous ship, the SS Great Britain.
This was the first ocean-going iron ship. It had been sitting and rotting in the Falkland Isles for a long time, but was
finally returned to England, where it was restored. It was built
almost 170 years ago, and is another trip back in time.
The dining room is quite a fantastic place, with all fixtures as close to original as possible. The engine is viewable, and
the whole ship is in a special building to keep the hull from rusting further. It was quite a visit, and a lovely way to end the first
part of the trip.
The next day the buses drove through some fantastic
areas, stopping in Swindon for lunch and more exploring. Then
it was back to Heathrow to drop off those leaving us.

The extension tour continued on to Ipswich, where we
stayed for the night.
Sunday it was on to Thursford, which many may
remember from the previous England trip.
This is another magical place, with the wonderful
organs, and the two carousels, one featuring three-abreast galloping horses and the other with gondolas and rolling track. The latter is probably the only one of its kind still in existence.
Started by George Cushing, who fell in love as a teenager in 1920 with the fairground sights and sound, from the steam
engines to the fairground organs. He bought a used steam traction engine and worked it as a contractor. As internal combustion and diesel engines came to favor he could not stand to see
his beloved steam engines scrapped, so he began buying every
one he could, making many think he was mad. When he began
to restore these beautiful engines it was regarded as a joke by
“normal folk”. He also began collecting fairground organs, and
the result is the magnificent Thursford collection.
The organs are quite lovely, with the huge 98-key
Marenghi with the chariot, two horses and driver on the facade
probably at the top of the list. Others are the 121-key DeCap, the
De Leeuwin
“Lion”, a 112-key Mortier, two 101-key Hooghuys, a
112-key Carl Frei, a lovely Wellerhaus, and a Wurlitzer Theater
organ. All the organs were played for us, and both carousels
were available.
Later in the day we rode to the North Norfolk Coast,
where a steam train festival took place. We could wander down
to the seaside, shop, or ride on a train. Again, the rain came
down, but it didn’t dampen our spirits, just our clothes.
Monday we went to Stowmarket to the Museum of East
Anglian Life, where all aspects of life can be seen by way of
reconstructed houses, barns, windmills, and other things relative
to the area. This was another really interesting place, with lots of
photo ops.
If it’s photo ops you were interested in, our next stop
was the well-preserved Medieval town of Lavenham. This was a
very wealthy area in medieval times, being a trading center for
wool. Many fine and expensive buildings were built here, and
when the wool market collapsed there was no money in the area
to replace them with more modern structures, so they survived.
Many of the buildings, built in the 1300’s, are suffering from the
fact that the wood originally used for beams was wet wood,
which twisted when it dried, leaving the houses with some really
outlandish bends and leans. As I said, really a photographic spot.
Tuesday included a journey through the fens (a unique
wetland landscape) for a visit to the museum at Strumpshaw, a
fascinating place started in the 1950’s, a third-generation museum with steam engines and musical instruments. There is also a
theater organ.
From there we went to Great Yarmouth, another seaside
resort, quite full of arcades with various games of chance
designed to take your money. Since it rained quite heavily again,
it was easy to partake of the games and lose your money. When
the money was gone it was time to find a good coffee shop to
take shelter in. That evening we were treated to a traditional, and
I must say great, fish and chip dinner at what is, I am told, a quite
famous fish and chip restaurant.
Wednesday found us visiting Bressingham Gardens,
which is a world-famous garden with fine floral arrangements
laid out in the 1930’s by Alan Bloom. This was as pretty a place
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as you ever want to see, and the flowers were just gorgeous. A
huge area, and each one more beautiful than the last.
Just to add to the fun of the gardens, there is a merry-goround and a couple of trains which ride around the gardens.
When we left the gardens we went on to Bardwell,
where there is an 1820’s built windmill. The owner also has a
Ruston traction engine, and is able to disengage the sails and
drive the machinery to grind the corn. Unfortunately, the windmill suffered greatly when the remains of a hurricane hit the area
and the top was blown completely off, landing on the steam
engine, but fortunately not the house. The owners are restoring
the windmill, most of it done and slowly coming back into shape.
The owner told us he “owns the air space” around the
mill, so when a developer tried to build a tall office and commercial building he was able to stop the project. The townspeople
sided with him, since they want the windmill to stand where it is
and to continue to operate.
On Thursday we sadly realize that the last day of the
tour had arrived. The buses headed back to London with our first
stop at the Cotton museum, where the late Robert Finbow started
the eclectic collection of mechanical music. This is now run by
small but active group of enthusiasts. We saw reproducing
pianos, barrel organs and pianos, and much larger instruments.
There were collections of all sorts, and “eclectic” hardly does it
justice. Phonograph records and sheet music were on the walls
and ceilings everywhere, and display cabinet after display cabinet
housed the unusual and rare items. There were toys, movie
memorabilia, china heads for storing tobacco, and just too much
to mention.
One of the rare pieces is a Hooghuys monkey organ,
only one of three left in the world. It was really meant for fun
and enjoyment here, and enjoy it we did.
Our last stop was the Musical Museum at St. Albans,
the dream of one of the earliest importers of mechanical music in
the UK, Charles Hart. We wandered through, enjoyed the
demonstrations, and really appreciated the lovely instruments.
The St. Albans is home to a huge Mortier organ, a
Bursens, a DeCap, music boxes, cob organs, a Mills Violano,
pianos, and a Wurlitzer organ and a very rare Rutt organ. Another great visit.
Then it was back to the Hotel in London, and home for
most. The memories of this Convention will last forever, along
with those of other trips.

AMICAns who took the extended tour, enjoyed the Thursford
collection, started by George Cushing

One of many, many fairground organs at
the Great Dorset Steam Fair, but this one
recognized our presence. Neat!

Julian
Dyer at

Stonehenge

Our AMICA Convention 2011 souvenir, a delightful reminder of
our time at the Great Dorset Steam Fair

Ed Note: The vast number of photos of the convention would
have caused this issue to expand beyond reasonable expectations, so next issue, Jan-Feb 2012, will contain a proper photo
spread. ts
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