






                        

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Nurseries 
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Palmer & Sons Nurseries,  Peterborough – Proprietor:W.E.Palmer 
                        

William Edward Palmer, as we have seen, had a privileged upbringing, with his mum and 
stepdad comfortably installed in order to bring up Sir Drago’s little moment of weakness. He became a 
nurseryman and pig breeder (New England Nurseries, Peterborough.) and, as many of you have 
probably already realised, a rather unpleasant snob. –  seriously falling out with four of his eight 
children. His eldest son – our grandfather Tom - was apparently only paid “food and board” on the 
promise that “One day son, all this will be yours” Obviously, Tom wanted to get wed and have children, 
so he successfully sued his dad for his inheritance. (Quite amazing really, when no-win/no-fee lawyers 
would not exist for another 120 years.) Cousins will remember his redoubtable wife (Grace Alice aka 
Nan) and will probably suspect her hand in all this. 

Tom, got married, took himself off to West Haddon and rented a house and land - setting up his 
own nursery and starting his own dynasty.  (Four of his children were born there.) 
The rift between father and son lasted for many years until, in the early thirties, (probably at the 
instigation of Tom’s sister, Julia) they finally made up………. See the two letters from William Edward 
to Tom on pages (f) to (i).  When William Edward died, he left substantial sums to Tom and to Tom’s 
eldest son William. The New England Nurseries traded until the Second World War.  

It’s rumoured that Tom tried to buy the West Haddon land but, when that fell through, moved to 
Worcester…… 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                           A receipt for part of the rental at West Haddon 
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St. Johns Nurseries,  Worcester – Proprietor:  Richard Smith 
 

!

In! the!19th!century,!virtually! the!whole!of!St.!
John's! seemed! to! have! been! given! over! to!
growing! fruit! trees! and! other! nursery!
products.! The! land! of! St.! John's! was!
particularly! suitable,!due! to! the! fact! that! it! is!
located! on! the! upper/middle! terraces! of! the!
Severn,! composed! almost! entirely! of! river!
sands! and! gravels.! The! great! nurseryman! of!
the! 1800’s! was! Richard! Smith,! son! of!
nurseryman!Thomas!Smith!of!Lower!Wick.!
Established! in! 1804,! by! the! 1820's! Richard!
Smith! &! Co.! had! become! one! of! the! largest!
nursery!businesses!in!the!world.!In!its!heyday,!
St.! John's! Nurseries! covered! 157! acres,!
stretching!from!Bransford!Road,!to!the!village!
of! Lower!Wick.! It! had! 18!miles! of! walkways!
between! its! rows!and!displays,! the! treeQlined!
central! drive! was! almost! 2! miles! long! and!
there!were!two!and!a!half!acres!of!glasshouses!
Q!manned!by!a!labour!force!of!200.!In!October!
1829! alone,! they! sold! 10,000! fruit! trees!! His!
son! Richard! succeeded! him! in! the! business!
and! it!was!Richard! ‘the! second'!who! in!1874!
introduced! the! worldQfamous! Worcester!
Permain.! Found! in! a! Swanpool! marketQ!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
garden! in! 1872,! Smith! offered! £10! for! the!
exclusive!right!to!take!grafts.!At!the!end!of!the!
19th! century,! Richard! 'the! third'! took! over,!
but!business!declined!and,!in!1910,!the!core!of!
the!nursery!was!sold!to!Tom!Palmer……!
!
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St. Johns Nurseries,  Worcester – Proprietor:  Tom Palmer 
                        

(Edited by John Michael Palmer - partly sourced from Grace Constance Palmer’s contribution to ‘Memories Of St. Johns’) 
 

Tom Palmer relinquished his nursery at West Haddon and in 1910, purchased the core part 
of St Johns Nurseries, Worcester. Because of its past renown, Tom decided to keep the trading 
name of Richard Smith and Co. He converted the old offices into a home, enlarging it for his 
growing family. 

The volatile early years of the 20th century caused several setbacks for Tom and Grace. 
The First World War took away many of the work force. Originally they owned about 8 acres of 
land, from Bransford Road to Hanbury Park Road, with another 10 acres rented above that, at 
Boughton Park. 

The General Strike during the Great Depression made things even worse. A large part of 
the nursery’s business was mail order and, with no trains running, orders could not be fulfilled, so 
customers had to be reimbursed. Tom fell ill and was advised not to do heavy work and a decision 
was made to sell up and move to Malvern. Two plots of land, north of Nursery Walk, were sold to 
Hickman‘s and Fulcher's, but they couldn’t sell the main house, so the whole plan fell through - 
with, not only the loss of land, but a great deal of money. 

Tom’s wife, Grace, (Nan) as my cousins will attest, was a formidable woman. Family 
gatherings were by Royal Command. No son, daughter, grandchild or in-law could avoid a “do” at 
the Nursery, unless they were in jail. Having said that, I have happy memories of their parties, 
parlour games - sing-songs at the piano - (with Grandpa Tom’s piece de résistance, “When Father 
Papered The Parlour”) Although they were strict Edwardian parents, a tennis court and swimming 
pool were built on the nursery for their family - and in the “Pack”, (the old packing building) their 
children were allowed to do up one of the top rooms and have a grand piano and phonograph 
installed for their own l920’s soirees. (I played among the debris 25 years later.) 

One odd feature of the tennis court was a large portable tin bath. On hot days it was filled 
by a hosepipe and, after a hectic game of tennis, both host and guest would strip and leap into the 
bath to cool off; bit racy for those days! 

The huge Weeping Beech was also a firm favourite with family and visitors alike. (see 
next page) Several generations have climbed to the top, just to lie back on the thick bed of leaves. 

Grace Alice Palmer was also a good businesswoman and it is possible that the fortunes of 
the nursery would have been much worse without her input. The two elder sons went into business 
together, while the youngest son, Claude joined his father. (Being an enthusiastic gardener from a 
very early age.) Grace Alice Palmer also opened a shop in Lowesmoor (Worcester) with Claude, 
called G.A.Palmer & Son - a Florists, Fruiterers and Tea Rooms. The shop went on to trade well 
into the l970’s, with Claude’s wife, Queenie working there and their daughter, Joy running it. 

Claude had slowly taken over the running of the nursery and, by the Second World War, 
(with the nursery re-jigged toward food production) he was classified as being in a protected 
occupation and so became a Special Constable for the duration. In 1946, he moved into a house in 
Avenue Road, which adjoined onto the nursery and, on Tom’s death in 1953, became the 
proprietor. (Grace Alice died in 1960) 

St. Johns Nurseries, continued quietly, but successfully trading until 1984, when Claude 
died. His daughter Joy continued to run the business, until death duties and the dreadful recession 
of the l990’s made it unviable. So, with many tears, it was sold for housing in 1994. 

 
If you visit it today, you will see two pleasant cul-de-sacs - Smiths Avenue and Palmers 

Green - and the wonderful Weeping Beech. 
 
What you won’t see, of course, are the very happy memories of four generations of your kin. 
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St. Johns Nurseries,  Worcester – Recreation 
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Above: The Weeping Beech with 
the Tennis Court in foreground. In 
the summer months, house parties 
were common, with relatives and 
friends staying for the weekend 
and for summer holidays.  
 
 
Left: The infamous tin bath by the 
tennis court. 
Grace Palmer, her brother Edward 
in the bath, Nelson Battell her 
brother-in-law and her brother 
William at the other end of the 
bath. 

!

The Pateman Brothers on holiday at 
St. Johns Nurseries. William shows 
off his new car with a drive around 
the nursery.   
In the driving seat: William - Next to 
him: Nelson Battell (brother in law)   
Back seat: Grace & Tom and Edward 
Pateman - Popping her head over the 
back door: young daughter Grace. 
In the background are some of the 
greenhouses and the "Pack" (the old 
packing building.) 
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St. Johns Nurseries,  Worcester – Catalogues 
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Above&left:!Smith’s!Seed!Catalogue!from!1898.!(The!main!catalogue!was!like!a!horticultural!“War!&!
Peace”!and!had,!I!seem!to!recall,!a!picture!of!the!Californian!Redwood!that!had!been!tunnelled!out,!to!
allow!cars!to!drive!through!it.)!Above&right:!A!plant!brochure!from!the!early!1960’s.!!Below:!!From!a!
catalogue!of!the!1930’s,!a!sketch!of!the!nurseries.!(Done!by!Grace!Constance!Palmer’s!boyfriend.)!
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William Edward Palmer writes to Tom & Grace – March 1931                       
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William Edward Palmer writes to Tom & Grace – December 1931                        
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It’s" interesting" that" W.E." can" write" about" the"
mayor’s"do,"without"any"sense"of"irony……"
"
William" Edward" forbad" his" daughter" Lydia"
from"marrying"John"Mansfield,"even"though"he"
was"already"a"bigwig"in"the"city."He"refused"to"
go"to"the"wedding"(His"wife,"Emma"provided"for"
it.)"As"daughter"Alice"had"already"left"home"and"
got"married"without"his"permission,"he"cut"both"
of"them"from"his"will.""
!
!









Origins of the Palmer name 
Added by: John Michael Palmer 

While the Palmer name has been linked to the Crusader Knights, it is also a common 
name amongst, well erm, common folk. Step-great-great-grandfather Samuel Palmer 
was a carpenter, roped in to save the blushes of the Montagu family - i.e. Drago's wicked 
way with housemaids - and he seems to have had no genetic connection with the 
Selbourne-Palmers and Templars. For that reason, I prefer this simpler (but no less 
fascinating) etymology: 

When April with his showers sweet with fruit 
The drought of March has pierced unto the root. 
Then do folk long to go on pilgrimage, And 
palmers to go seeking out strange strands, To 
distant shrines well known in sundry lands. 

opening lines of Chaucer 's Canterbury Tales 

The "palmers" were pilgrims who, for centuries, visited sacred Christian sites in the Holy 
Land, especially in Jerusalem. As evidence of their pilgrimage to Jerusalem, they always 
wore a small cross, made of palm leaves (or a palm-branch attached to their staff), so 
they became known as palmers. Many of them professed poverty and supported their 
wanderings and charities through alms. So the name became synonymous with pilgrims. 

Their charities included hospitals for the poor and alms houses, such as one at 
Nottingham (which was made possible by a land grant around 1160, confirmed by King 
Henry Il and given recognition by the Pope). Thus were the "palmers" involved in 
Christian social action almost a thousand years ago. 

Because the pilgrims generally brought back a palm branch as proof that they had 
actually made the journey to the Holy Land - and such is human nature - there was a 
vigorous trade in false souvenirs, so the term also came to be applied to a cleric who 
sold indulgences. (a sort of Get-Out-Of-Jail-Free cards for the afterlife) 

In The Middle Ages, surnames simply reflected your trade, your village or who your dad 
was. Later, as peasants were finally allowed to migrate from their hams and villages, 
they retained their appendages whether they were appropriate or not - and eventually 
these were inherited. 
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William Drogo Montagu, 7th Duke of Manchester (1823-1890) 
 

Army officer and politician  
Lord of the Bedchamber to Prince Albert 

MP for Bewdley and later Huntingdonshire  
 

The original Drogo Montagu was one of the knights that fought with William 
the Conqueror in 1066 
 
Kimbolton Castle was the home of Catherine of Aragon 
 
 

 

 

 

 





Fraudsters, Drug Addicts and Jailbirds 
 

You may think that having a noble ancestor is something to put on your CV, but the 
Dukes of Manchester have shamed the aristocracy for generations. 

Alexander Charles David Drogo Montagu, the 13th Duke of Manchester, doesn’t 
preside over an enviable stately home or thousands of rolling ancestral acres — the 
accomplishments of his forebears have seen to that. 

Successive generations of Montagu men have accrued CVs that would not disgrace 
career criminals. 

Now 48, ‘Lord Alex’ — as he sometimes likes to be called — has twice been 
imprisoned, deported from Canada and messily divorced from two wives, with the 
end of a third marriage seemingly imminent.  

Remarkably, he has just achieved the near-impossible and further tarnished his 
sullied reputation: this week, at the High Court in London, the shameful story of the 
Dukes of Manchester was once again thrust into the spotlight when he was exposed 
as a bigamist. 

Successive Dukes before Alexander have experienced similar public disgrace. Their 
only discernible talents have been engaging in futile litigation, profligate spending, 
and disposing of property and heirlooms at a fraction of their value. Their 
recreational interests included gambling, alcohol and sex — not to mention fraud. 

Alex’s father, Angus, the 12th Duke, stood in the dock at the Old Bailey in 1985 
charged with attempting to defraud the NatWest Bank — side by side with his 
closest female friend, who ran an escort agency in London. 

That case was in progress when Angus’s brother died, and he inherited his title. 
‘Fraud trial man becomes a Duke!’ ran one headline. Although on that occasion 
he was acquitted, he was described by the judge as ‘absurdly stupid’ — a 
description that could apply equally to his elder son, Alex. 
So how is it that the most recent Duke has failed so spectacularly to shake off 
the legacy of his criminal ancestors? 
A fascinating insight was provided this week by Wendy Buford, the hapless 
American who became Alex’s second wife. 
When she met the then dashing young aristocrat in California in 1992, she was 
completely unaware of his ignominious family history. With a father who 
worked in the construction industry and a waitress mother, her knowledge of 
British high society was understandably limited. 
‘All the things Alex talked about were just completely unreal to me,’ she told 
me. ‘When he said he was Lord Alex or whatever, there were puzzled looks on 
people’s faces. Americans think of “Lord” as Jesus. They thought he was crazy.’ 
 
And, in many respects, he was. But Alex, who was good looking, charming and 
robustly built, solicited Wendy’s sympathy by lamenting his difficult relationship 
with his parents, and the death of his mother. 
The two began a relationship and, despite her misgivings about Alex’s mood 
swings — ardent protestations of love were followed by bouts of intense anger 
— before long Wendy was pregnant. 



They married in May 1993 and their first child, Alexander Jnr, was born six days 
later. Six years on, Wendy gave birth to their daughter, Ashley.  
But Alex drew an impenetrable veil over his past.  
He failed to tell Wendy about his first conviction, for fraud in Australia in 1985 
(for which he served nine months in prison for obtaining money by deception); 
or, indeed, about his second one (in Brisbane in 1991, for hiring a rental car in 
one state, then selling it in another). 
His selective memory also caused him to omit any mention of his deportation 
from Canada (for entering the country illegally), where he had formed an 
attachment to retired stripper Katie Lynch, while falsely claiming to be 52nd in 
line to the throne and a second cousin of the Princess of Wales. 
Though Wendy might have dreamed of becoming a lady of the manor, there was 
no question of the couple living in England. Thanks to Alex’s feckless relations, 
Kimbolton Castle, the Montagu’s splendid, but war-damaged ancestral seat in 
Cambridgeshire, had been sold in 1951 for just £12,500 (a little over £1 million 
today).  
Nor was there any other family bolthole: Alex’s uncle Kim, the 11th Duke, had 
been involved in a protracted and ruinous legal battle with his stepmother and 
had sold the remaining properties on the family estate in the mid-Seventies. 
So the couple stayed in California, living in rented properties. 
Family trust funds — though greatly dented by the legal costs of successive 
Montagu indiscretions — provided Alex with an income. Very occasionally, this 
was supplemented by a pay cheque. 
‘I think in the time we were living together he might have had five or six jobs, 
never [for] longer than three months,’ recalls Wendy.  
These included a stint in security work — an ironic choice given his difficulties 
with the law. 
‘He got fired,’ remembers Wendy, who has worked in the administration 
department of a legal firm since 1987.  
The lack of an income didn’t inhibit Alex’s zest for spending, however. He was 
fond of luxuries, such as extravagant writing paper embossed with the Montagu 
coat of arms in gold, and televisions — one of which, noted a visitor, was ‘the 
size of a small car’. 
Unfortunately, Alex’s willingness to pay rent was more limited.   
‘He would just stop making the payments,’ explains Wendy, who hoped they 
had put their unstable days behind them when they got a mortgage and bought 
a property.  
But then disaster struck. ‘One day, I opened our front door and there was a 
notice of foreclosure and auction. He’d stopped making payments.’ 
By then, she knew what Alex was capable of. Not long after giving birth to 
Alexander, she woke at night to find her husband on the phone to Australia. He 
was talking to his mother — whom he had claimed was dead. Alex offered a glib 
self-defence: ‘He explained it away by saying he and his mother had never had a 
good relationship. I was disgusted.’  
Despite this, Wendy continued with the marriage for some years. 
‘I just always hoped a lightbulb would go off in his brain and he’d be normal. 
that if I showed him loyalty, that would be enough. It never was,’ she said. 
Meanwhile, Alex, although more or less teetotal — unprecedented for a 
Montagu — was taking prescription drugs. He took ‘sleeping pills, which made 



him like a zombie, and Vicodin [a potent painkiller]. He used to pop them like 
candy,’ recalls Wendy. 
By then, he had succeeded to the Dukedom. His father, Angus, who was finally 
jailed in the U.S. in 1996 following his involvement in another botched financial 
fraud, died in July 2002. 
Though by now a Duchess, Wendy remained ignorant of much of the Montagu 
family’s lurid history. And it was quite a story. 
Alex’s great-great-grandfather, George, the 8th Duke, and his son, Kim, the 9th 
Duke, matched one another in profligacy and fecklessness.  
Both had married American heiresses, though that hadn’t prevented George 
from being bankrupt at 36. He spent most of his married life with a music hall 
singer, leaving the staff at Kimbolton Castle unpaid for months at a time, and 
died at 39. 
 
Kim — Alex’s great-grandfather — fared no better. Serially unfaithful (on one 
occasion he was found in bed at Kimbolton with four women, among them the 
bisexual actress Tallulah Bankhead), he spent outrageous amounts of his father-
in-law’s fortune, went bankrupt, illegally pawned the family jewels (which were 
held in trust) and was sent to Wormwood Scrubs.   
Other members of the family were equally wayward. Alex’s great aunt, Lady 
Mary Montagu, was drug-addled and distressingly overweight.  
Another great aunt, Lady Louise, was extremely attractive but very highly sexed, 
and seduced a roll call of men in a London flat. 
Alex’s great uncle, Lord Edward, was variously a Hollywood bit-part actor, hot-
dog seller and (fleetingly) a foreign legionnaire. Married five times, he was jailed 
in at least three countries — including a stint in the Scrubs, just like his father, 
though for forging cheques rather than pawning the family jewels — and was a 
suspect in one of America’s most notorious unsolved murder cases, before dying 
in the Mexican jungle aged 48 in 1954. 
Even if she did not know about this extraordinary catalogue of scandal, Wendy 
says she saw in Alex the same stubborn, self-destructive streak that ran through 
so many in the family. His jealousy and instability, she claims, had become 
intolerable. ‘All through our marriage I was accused of having affairs. It was 
constant,’ she says. 
If his title was not enough to convince her to stay, neither was his inheritance 
from family jewels worth hundreds of thousands of pounds — a windfall which, 
she says, he appears to have blown in a series of mysterious online 
payments.  When Alex filed for divorce, she willingly concurred. But this simply 
inspired Alex to vengefulness. 
In a court custody battle in 2007, she heard her life described as a kaleidoscope 
of men, drugs binges and partying.  
‘I had to have hair cut off my head [for drug testing] because he was accusing 
me of being on cocaine,’ she says with a shudder. ‘It was horrible. He tried to say 
I chased after him with a knife.’ 
It was nine months before she secured custody of their children — then aged 15 
and nine — in  August 2007.  
Soon afterwards, Alex married another American, Laura Smith.   
Then he revealed something which topped everything that had come before — 
he told Wendy he had already been married at the time of their wedding, 
making their children, Alexander Jnr and Ashley, illegitimate. 



To her horror, Wendy learned her former husband was, for once, telling the 
truth — or part of it, at least. 
In 1984, he had married an Australian model called Marion Stoner, who, like 
Wendy, had been seduced by his charm and rugged physique.  
He had, Marion later reflected, seemed ‘a real gentleman’. But this veneer was 
shattered just two months after their wedding, when Alex fired a speargun at 
her. Unsurprisingly, she left him. 
 
Although they were separated, they were still not divorced by the time Alex 
married the unwitting Wendy in 1993. 
After making his shattering declaration, Alex ceased all child support payments. 
‘As of March 1, 2011, he owed about £32,000 in child support and alimony,’ says 
Wendy. 
This week’s case at the High Court finally brought relief. Although Alexander Jnr, 
now 18, and Ashley, 12, are technically illegitimate, their claim on support from 
their father is recognised in law, meaning the family trustees will pay them  an 
allowance. 
The ruling seems certain to infuriate the 13th Duke. Since giving up the children 
to Wendy, he has made a solitary £300 payment and has urged that his son be 
sent into the Armed Forces — ‘so he won’t need an allowance’. 
It is a warning other women might care to heed, given this very brazen aristocrat 
— who still lives in America — appears to have other targets in his sights.  
Recently, he posted his details on a dating website. Under the online name 
‘1montymont’, he announces that he is looking for ‘a long-term relationship’ — 
which may come as a disagreeable surprise to his current wife, Laura. 
Perhaps Wendy could disabuse her of any misplaced notions she may have 
about her errant husband. 
 
 
 
 
 
 





KIMBOLTON CASTLE                                                       NOTABLE VISITORS 

 

!

Above&:!!A!visit!to!the!Castle!by!the!Prince!&!Princess!of!Wales,!circa!1864.!!
Seated:! The! Princess! of! Wales! (Princess! Alexander! of! Denmark),! The! Prince! of! Wales! (later!
Edward!VII,)!To! the! right! of! the!Prince! is! the!6th!Duke! and! then!our! ancestor,!William!Drogo!
Montagu!(Viscount!Mandeville,!later!to!be!the!7th!Duke!of!Montagu.)!!!
&
Below:!!Descendants!of!the!7th!Duke.!
John! Townsend,! Tom! Hicks,! David! Palmer,! Grace! Hicks,! Clive! Harrison,! Margaret! &! Joyce!
Townsend,! Margaret! Faulkner,! Sylvia! Tainton,! Joy! Smallman,! Judy! Halford,! Nicola! Albrecht! &!
Lewis!Albrecht!(infant)!
!







John Palmer 
5 Munster Road - London – Sw6 4er - UK 

Phone: +44 20 7731-0481 � Mobile: +44 77 6666-4243 

17th September 2010 

 
Charlfont House, 158. Ombersley Road 
Worcester WR3 7HA 

 

Dave: 

Thanks for the letter. Glad that you’re happy with my wee noodlings.  I take your point about painting 
Drogo as a Sir Jasper villain, although it does seem that the nurturing of illegitimate offspring was quite 
common amongst the nobs of the 18th to 19th centuries.  

A few months ago I saw an article in the Daily Mail about the eccentricities of the aristocracy, in which 
the Montagu family were mentioned. In the thirties, the then current Duke, having spent most of his life 
in the Far East, was famous for hanging out in London’s East End pubs and taking money from the 
locals. Being extremely corpulent and liking a drink or three, he would drunkenly bet fellow drinkers 
that he could do twenty press-ups – one-handed. After a mad betting rush, he would do just that.  
Fortunately, he was also a rather good wrestler and pugilist.  His sister was also renowned - but for 
attending grand dinner parties and taking her kit off. 

Have you got an e-mail address?  If you have, send a mail to john.palmer@me.com, so I can send you 
links to any stuff I put up for downloading. 

Unfortunately, I will miss Maurice & Christine’s do, as I will be on holiday. -  a shame as I always enjoy 
having a natter with all the cousins.  

Talk Soon 

 

 

 


