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About the book

Follow the adventures of Cambridge historian and mountaineer Ernest Drabble as he travels to Cornwall to inspect the decapitated head of Oliver Cromwell – a macabre artefact owned by a Dr Wilkinson. Drabble only tells one person of his plans – Harris, an old school friend and journalist.

On the train to Cornwall, Drabble narrowly escapes death, and soon discovers that he has become embroiled in a pro-Nazi conspiracy headed by a high-status member of the British government. . . Meanwhile, Harris has been kidnapped and is being pressured for information. . .

In this race against time, what fate will meet Drabble, Harris and the head of Oliver Cromwell?


For
John and Lynn


CHAPTER ONE

London, December 1936

A fog of tobacco all but concealed the strutting satyrs, winged cherubs, and nude dancing nymphs that adorned the low ceiling of the Granville Club’s Long Bar. The cloud floated over a noisy, bobbing, gas-lit landscape of gentlemen patrons, lounging in the deep leather armchairs, standing chatting in groups or propped at the bar, spirals of smoke ascending from their pipes, cigars, and cigarettes. There was a lone chromatic renegade among the uniform landscape of black and grey cloth – Ernest Drabble, dressed in a country suit of green herringbone tweed, finished off with a muted yellow waistcoat, and a blue and silver striped tie; this of his college, Sidney Sussex, Cambridge. He was thirty years of age, and in the prime of life.

‘It’s busy for a Monday,’ he remarked, as he pressed his stomach against the bar to allow another patron to pass. Drabble’s companion, Percival Harris, dismissed this comment with a shake of the head.

‘You’ve been hiding away in your ivory tower for too long, Ernest. I’ve warned you about this before.’ Harris lifted his silver tankard above head height and wagged it jauntily, ‘Let’s have another.’

A moment or two later, the two men raised refreshed pints to their lips. They complimented the brew. Harris nudged Drabble’s elbow.

‘See the chubby chap at the end of the bar?’

Drabble scanned the crowd.

‘Over there,’ said Harris, pointing brazenly with his tankard. ‘Barrel-chested fellow just ordering now.’ Drabble peered along the bar and saw him.

‘Reckon if he shaved his hair off, he’d be a spit for Mussolini.’

Drabble laughed; the stranger certainly had the rubbery pout and the bulging eyes of the Italian leader, not to mention the tan.

‘Look,’ continued Harris, ‘even waves his ruddy arms about like Il Duce.’

Drabble smiled. ‘You don’t suppose he’s actually one of his doubles?’

‘Or the man himself?’ Harris shrugged. ‘Dictators have to have holidays, too.’ He looked back over. ‘I really ought to find out who he is; it might make something for the column. People just die for lookalikes, especially of Latin tyrants; they can’t get enough of them.’

Drabble chuckled; Harris was never off-duty. Evidently deep in thought, he watched Harris grope in his jacket pocket and take out his pipe, knock it on the bar and then remove a rectangular tin from his other pocket. Gritting his teeth about the stem of the pipe, he pressed a pinch of tobacco into its small bowl, struck a match, and dipped the flaming tip in – all achieved in a rather graceful, sweeping action. A plume of smoke erupted from it, followed by a second, then a third. Each billowed heavenward and Drabble watched them blend into the nicotine congestion above; for a moment, he saw the slender arm of a nymph and the primed bow of a cherub.

Then Harris broke the silence.

‘So where are you off to again – Devon?’

‘Cornwall,’ corrected Drabble. He had been dreading this topic.

‘What’s the drill?’

‘Oh,’ he replied casually, ‘just a bit of research.’

‘Research of course, but what?’

‘Same old stuff.’ Drabble looked down at his drink. ‘More Cromwell - nothing to interest your readers, I’m afraid.’

Harris arched an eyebrow at him.

‘Why don’t I believe you, Professor?’

‘Because you never do, Harris,’ he sighed wearily. Drabble remembered the several times before when Harris had used information supplied by him journalistically, rarely with his blessing. They eyed each other for a moment.

‘Come on,’ said Harris. ‘Spill the beans.’

Drabble felt his resolve weaken; the truth was he liked his friend more than he always trusted him, but he also knew resistance was a waste of time. Harris had a way of getting it out of you in the end. Drabble set down his tankard and cleared his throat: ‘Well, since you asked,’ he paused, finding the words. ‘I confess. . . it’s all a touch morbid.’

‘Morbid?’ Harris’ eyes lit up. ‘Morbid in what way?’

‘Promise you won’t breathe a word of it?’

Harris’ hand went to his chest and he frowned as though the mildest suggestion of indiscretion was a grievous insult.

‘You have my word,’ he declared, with the solemnity of an archbishop officiating at a state funeral. Drabble contemplated his friend’s face doubtfully one last time, and lowered his voice. He did a quick look left and right, and then announced: ‘I’m going to inspect the head of Oliver Cromwell.’

Harris recoiled in disgust.

‘Good God –’

‘I know,’ sighed Drabble. ‘It sounds too good to be true, doesn’t it?’

Harris’ eyes narrowed.

‘It sounds bloody grotesque, old man. Christ alive. And you’re really positive that this is the actual bonce of the Lord Protector?’

‘That’s what I’ll find out.’

He grinned.

‘And suppose it is. What can this sensational artefact actually tell you, over and above what we already know?’

Drabble eyed him sharply. ‘Well, that remains to be seen. The fact is that no one has seen it for hundreds of years.’ He saw Harris’ nostrils flare and regretted this revelation. He cleared his throat, and tempered his enthusiasm: ‘The primary reason is simply to verify that it really is what this chap Wilkinson holds it to be - i.e. the decapitated cranium of Oliver Cromwell. But, as it happens, my next piece of research is going to be on the Restoration of 1660, and that was when they dug him up and everything else, so it’ll be interesting to see what marks there are on the skull, what bits are missing - you never know.’ He could feel his pulse beginning to quicken at the prospect but he caught his breath, and gave a grudging grimace as though it was a serious chore after all. ‘It might even lead to further avenues of academic endeavour,’ he concluded, in what he hoped was an especially boring-sounding voice.

‘What you really mean, Ernest, is that you just want to see it.’

The accusation stood a moment. Then Drabble broke into nervous laughter.

‘I don’t know,’ said Harris, shaking his head. ‘You grotesque so-and-so.’

‘Come off it!’

‘Come off it yourself,’ countered Harris, chuckling amiably. His tankard hovered at his mouth – a pose Drabble recognised as being preliminary to his draining its contents. ‘So, a question,’ the drink remained poised. ‘Or rather two questions: what is Cromwell’s head doing in Cornwall, and where the dickens is the rest of him?’

‘What we think we know is that Oliver Cromwell’s body was – and remains to this day – buried in the mass grave at Tyburn, underneath what is now the Regal Cinema at Marble Arch.’

‘Never did much like that place,’ Harris announced thoughtfully. ‘But if Oliver is under the Regal, what’s his head doing two hundred miles away in Cornwall?’

‘I’m coming to that.’ Drabble placed his glass on the bar. ‘As I’m sure you can remember from dear Mr James’ lessons at school, Oliver Cromwell died in 1658 and his son, Richard, succeeded as Lord Protector.’

‘Tumbledown Dick.’

‘That’s right. Anyhow, he was a bit of a numpty and the British people saw it in their wisdom to return the monarchy. Hence the Restoration.’

‘Charles the Second,’ interjected Harris. ‘Lots of bastards. Loved spaniels. Good egg.’

‘Well, as you might very well imagine, the King and his supporters were still pretty miffed about the execution eleven years before of the King’s beloved father, Charles the First.’

‘Perfectly reasonable.’

‘And, of course, the man they blamed more than any other for this was Cromwell. The tiny problem was, while they could torture and hang some of the other chaps responsible for killing old Charlie, Cromwell was dead already.’

‘That old chestnut.’

‘Precisely, so they did the next best thing: they dug him up from his resting place in Westminster Abbey, along with two other Parliamentarians, one of whom – fellow by the name of Bradshaw – had only died the year before and hadn’t been embalmed terribly well, to say the least.’ Drabble cleared his throat.

‘Still a bit saucy, was he?’ said Harris, with a wince.

‘It gets better,’ Drabble leaned in. ‘Cromwell’s corpse spent the night under guard in the Red Lion at Holborn, hence the legend about it being haunted by his ghost.’

‘Is that so?’ Harris looked up from his pipe, grinning with all his white teeth. ‘That’ll explain the beer.’

‘At dawn the following morning the bodies were carted up to Tyburn, which is where they did all the public executions in the capital in those days, and hanged by the neck, next to one another on a three-armed gibbet. Then in the afternoon, in front of crowds of onlookers, they were cut down – and beheaded at sword-point. It is said that Cromwell’s head took eight blows to hack off, which goes to prove what a tough old boot he really was.’

Harris chuckled.

‘No joke,’ added Drabble. ‘Bradshaw only needed six.’

‘What a pushover.’

‘The corpses, minus the heads, were then dumped into the communal grave beneath the Tyburn Tree – but a final ghoulish punishment awaited the severed heads. Those were taken to Westminster Hall and stuck up on high poles of oak, tipped in iron. There Cromwell’s head resided for twenty-five years – a grim reminder to all and sundry of what happens if you have the temerity to mess with the monarchy. It wasn’t until about 1685 that during a particularly violent storm it blew off, bounced down the slate roof, and landed in the guttering, where it was found by a sentry, who decided to keep it for himself.’

‘Well, naturally,’ said Harris, smirking, ‘what else would you do with the embalmed skull of the late dictator? One for the mantelpiece, surely.’

‘In point of fact, he hid it in his chimney for a further twenty years.’

‘In his chimney?’ Harris nudged his elbow. ‘Seems a rather cavalier thing to do!’

Drabble acknowledged Harris’ rejoinder with a friendly nod and cleared his throat: ‘On his death the sentry bequeathed it to his daughter, who sold it, and a little later the head ended up in a travelling circus as the chief freakish exhibit, you know, taking top billing over the bearded ladies, three-headed pigs, and ventriloquist ponies. It changed hands again and reappeared about the same time as the French Revolution, when it was bought by three chaps and put on display – people queued around the block to see it, sixpence a time. But then the head was lost – I mean, literally, it vanished, until the other day when I got a letter from this doctor saying he had it. Like everyone else, I’d assumed it was gone for ever. If it is what he claims it to be, then this is going to be a major breakthrough.’

‘Seriously?’ The light that had gone out in Harris’ eyes suddenly returned. ‘How major?’

‘It’s hard to say, but I promise you’ll be the first to know. For now, I’ll repeat, the owner says he doesn’t want people to know about it, so keep it under your hat.’

‘Blimey,’ said Harris, scratching his chin. ‘If heads could speak.’

‘But a touch morbid.’ Drabble shrugged and raised his glass. ‘Cheers.’

‘Cheers.’

They sank their drinks.

‘Righty-ho.’ Harris plonked the empty vessel onto the bar and thrust his pipe into his mouth. ‘I’ve a man to see about a dog,’ he nodded his head in the direction of Mussolini’s double, ‘and you’ve a date with a skull.’
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