Our favourite objects
A short museum trail developed by museum & library staff

A plan of Harborough Museum’s main gallery

(1) Helen’s favourite object – model of the prototype Gloster E.28/39 jet engine
(2) Ann’s favourite object – Ernest Elliott’s human marionettes
(3) Eve’s favourite object – 1950s yellow cotton Hawaiian-print swimsuit
(4) Rona’s favourite object – letter from an American serviceman to some local children, written three
days before the Normandy landings, June 1944.
(5) Clarissa’s favourite object – drummer boy’s jacket, Market Harborough Volunteers, 1806
(6) James’s favourite objects – fossils from the stem of a sea lily, part of the Market Harborough
Historical Society’s collection

All images used in this trail are the museum’s own, unless stated otherwise.

(1)
Model of the GlosterWhittle prototype jet
engine
Helen’s favourite object

‘The museum exhibit I have chosen is the model of the
prototype jet engine, which reminded me of the first
primary school project I helped my son with, about the
history of flight.
It was invented by Sir Frank Whittle, who was born in
Coventry in 1907. He was taken on as an apprentice in the
RAF in 1923 and qualified as a pilot in 1928.
While a cadet, he wrote a thesis that argued that the
fastest airspeeds and longest ranges could be achieved if a
plane flies at extremely high altitudes, because the air is
thinner and less resistant. Piston and propeller engines
were unsuitable for this, so he suggested that rocket
propulsion or propellers driven by gas turbines should be
used instead. Whittle went to the Air Ministry, favouring
gas turbines for their fuel efficiency, but he patented the
idea himself after they turned him down.

Squadron Leader J. Moloney takes off for a
test flight in the Gloster E.28/39,
Farnborough, 1941.
Photo credit: Flight Lt. S.A. Devon, released by
the Imperial War Museum, London, Crown
Copyright expired

In 1936, Whittle secured financial and RAF backing, and
founded Power Jets Ltd in Rugby. There, he began constructing a test engine, which – after a false start –
successfully completed its first flight in 1941.
The engine for the UK’s first jet aeroplane, the Gloster E.28/39 (also referred to as the Gloster Whittle), was
made in Lutterworth. A memorial statue of the aircraft can be seen on the Whittle Roundabout just south
of the town, to celebrate the Lutterworth’s aeronautical heritage.’

(2)
Ernest Elliott’s human
marionettes
Ann’s favourite objects
‘These caught my eye because I first mistook them for headless
ventriloquist’s dummies. In fact, they are marionettes – small
models of human figures – belonging to the Leicestershire
performer, Ernest Elliott.
Elliott was a born entertainer. He had learnt how to play the
piano by ear as a child, and was putting on Saturday afternoon
shows with his friends by the age of 11 or 12. He learned
conjuring tricks, ventriloquism, had a Punch & Judy show, and at
the age of 18 formed the Merry Vagabonds Concert Party, which
gave local shows during the few years leading up to the outbreak
of the First World War.
His parents despaired, viewing his penchant for entertaining as
“silly nonsense”. So, after leaving school, Elliott worked for a
while in his family’s tailoring and outfitting business – what is now
Moko the hairdressers, at 2 Church Street. After World War One,
he ran the business in partnership with his mother, his father
having died in 1914. It prospered for a few years afterwards, but
ran into difficulties in the early 1920s. Elliott began to feel he
needed to find new ways to support his family.
During this time, he had continued performing semiprofessionally, but longed to do something more novel. Elliott
had been watching a Leicester performer called John Goddard for a number of years, whose act involved
human marionettes. Goddard was looking to retire, so Elliott thought he would give it a try.
Elliott’s friends helped him get the props and equipment he needed for his act. One friend, a cabinetmaker, made him a marionette theatre similar to those in Punch & Judy shows. Another helped him make
the figures’ bodies. As Elliott had run the family’s tailoring business, he had the skills to make the figures’
costumes himself.
You can see his act in the photographs next to the marionettes in the display case. Clearly it was a success –
Elliott’s first paid performance was in 1922, and eventually he got so many engagements that he had to
employ someone to run the shop on his behalf. He became free to travel the country with his show, even
performing for Princess Margaret at the height of his career, and making a number of television
appearances.
Having toured the country for 35 years, Elliott retired in 1957 at the age of 63. He is remembered by many
as one of the most generous and best-loved entertainers that Leicestershire has produced.’

(3)
1950s yellow cotton Hawaiianprint swimsuit
Eve’s favourite object
‘I love vintage fashion, so this caught my eye straight away. Its shape
and bright colours shout the 1950s, seaside, holidays and freedom!
This swimsuit was made here in the Symington Building as part of R.
& W.H. Symington’s Peter Pan range of swimwear, which started
production in 1937. After the austerity of the Second World War,
manufacturers picked up on the growing trend for an annual summer
holiday, and adopted bright and cheery colours in their designs to
counter the drab and austere clothing of World War II. Hawaiian
print became very popular in 1950s America, and was quickly
adopted in Britain too.

Aloha!

In the 1940s and 1950s, swimwear was essentially a sort of outdoor underwear worn in public, and many of
the techniques used in underwear manufacture were used to make swimming costumes. The ruching
effect – the gathering of material, the patent for which was developed in this building – is created by the
suit’s telescopic shape, giving it amazing stretch. This meant that one size fitted all, and that the suit could
keep its shape when wet.
Incidentally, the concept of ‘dress-down Friday’ – where an organisation’s staff come dressed in casual
clothes for the last day of the week – can be traced back to the Hawaiian print. In Hawaii, every Friday is
“Aloha Friday”, where you wear your favourite Hawaiian-print dress or shirt with pride!’

(4)
Letter from an American
serviceman
Rona’s favourite object
‘This item caught my eye because of the colour hand drawings at
the top, but it wasn’t until I started to read it that I realised it fits
closely with an interest of mine: 20th-century American history.
Although I was born in the early 1960s, much of my childhood
was still influenced by the Second World War. My parents,
relatives and their friends often talked about their experiences of
it, and I remember seeing still-undeveloped bomb sites and the
“prefab” houses built for people evacuated from them. I have
also always enjoyed local history, and what fascinates me about
this letter is that it represents national and international events at
a local level.
The letter is full of Americanisms in both language and images –
the highly stereotyped, Hollywood-style “Red Indian” at the top,
and the use of words like “swell” and “gee” leave us in no doubt
as to the writer’s country of origin. It is clear he made good
friends with the children he is writing to, saying, “…you are all
deeply placed in my heart and it will be my happy day when I
come back to see you kids again.”
Interestingly, he also writes, “Fellows my letters will be dull for a
while, because I can’t write you anything that’s happening.”
Given the date of the letter, this is probably a reference to
Operation Overlord – the D-Day landings in Normandy, 6th June
1944. In the early months of that year, thousands of American
service personnel arrived in Leicestershire and Northamptonshire
in preparation for D-Day. For many local people, this was the first
time that they had encountered Americans and American culture outside of the cinema.
What I find most intriguing about this exhibit is that it raises so many unanswered questions. We know the
writer of the letter is called Marv, but what’s his story? Where did he come from? How did he meet the
children he is writing to? What happened to him at D-Day? His lovely illustrated letter is a wonderful
example of friendship in a terrible time of conflict. I really hope he made it home!’

(5)
Drummer boy’s jacket, Market
Harborough Volunteers, 1806
Clarissa’s favourite object
‘The museum piece I like the most is the drummer boy’s jacket in
the Market Harborough Historical Society display cabinet. Dating
back to the final year of the Napoleonic Wars, the jacket represents
much of what I love about history. It is more than just the cloth we
see today. At one time there was someone living and breathing in
that jacket.
It raises a number of questions. Who was this lad? How old was he?
Was the jacket ever worn in battle? Was he related to anyone in the
regiment he served in, the Market Harborough Volunteers?
It was normal military practice in the early 19th century to recruit
boys as drummers. They had important roles in the regiment, as
they learned how to use drum rhythms and beats to signal the
officer’s commands to his troops during the heat of battle. They also
represented a rallying point against which the troops could be
organised, as well as acting as a regiment’s mascot of sorts.
How old this boy could have been, we don’t know. Many boys ran
away to join the military and often lied about their age to get in.
The youngest recorded age was 7 years, and the eldest recorded
was 18. It quite a small jacket, so perhaps he was one of the
younger ones.
The life of a drummer boy appeared rather glamorous and exciting,
to those at home, at least. This, coupled with the evidence that
some of the boys had relatives serving in the same regiment, may have been an incentive to sign up. Of
course, being at war, the reality was often very different.’

(6)
Fossils from the stem of a sea
lily
James’s favourite object
‘These star-shaped fossils are my favourite objects because they
are the sorts of things I used to collect when I was a child. Their
intriguing shapes made me curious, and perhaps led to my
studying geology at university. These objects are also particularly
special, because along with the other geological specimens in the
Market Harborough Historical Society cases, they are the only
fossils in this gallery. As of 2015, Harborough Museum’s
collection has no natural history specimens of its own.
Crinoids are still living today – like the ginkgo tree, they can be
considered a “living fossil” – and, as a group, have a history
spanning back 485 million years. They are more commonly
known as sea lilies, and are a type of marine animal related to
the starfish and the sea urchin. They live at depth (usually
between 160 and 400 metres, or between 400 and 1,300 feet)
attached to a surface and filter-feed from the water. Their long
arms, resembling the fronds of a bracken fern, have tiny hairs
that catch and transport microscopic food towards the mouth at the centre of
the calyx, or head. These tiny fossils are from its stem, similar to columns in
vertebrate’s spine, and are called ossicles (from Latin ossiculum, ‘little bone’).
Crinoids have been so abundant in numbers and variety the geological past, that
not only do they form whole bodies of rock – being made of calcium carbonate,
the material of limestone – but they can also be used to date the rock formations
they are found in.
In Northumbrian folklore, individual ossicles have been referred to as St
Cuthbert’s (or St Cuddy’s) Stones – believed to cure or avert diseases when worn
as a necklace or a rosary. When articulated into small columns, they have been
called Fairy Money in their circular form, and Star Stones in their five-pointed
forms.
A large, yellow-white,
In 2014, objects from the Old Grammar School in Market Harborough were
feather star crinoid
discovered, and I was delighted to see that a small column of crinoid ossicles – a
living on the sea bed.
very worn, five-pointed variety – was among the finds. I like to think that by
collecting fossils and putting them in my pocket as a schoolchild, I was continuing Photo credit: NOAA
Okeanos Explorer Program,
a tradition that generations of schoolboys had done before me!’
INDEX-SATAL 2010

