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‘Preface

This is a true story about an English woman who lived on Nevis in the seven-
teenth century. In the year following the celebration of  the two hundredth 
anniversary of  the Abolition of  Slavery, it is not only especially relevant but 
contains an intriguing and unexpected twist. Only one element is fictional, 
namely the conversations I believe might have taken place in the seventeenth 
century. But in all cases the facts stated, together with the speakers and their 
locations, are based on verifiable historical sources. A list of  these will be 
found at the end of  the book. 

Two things encouraged me to choose the fictional format for the middle 
section of  the book: first, a letter that Professor Frank Barlow wrote to John 
Pollock (26.vi.96) in which he wrote: “There are no proofs in history. It’s a 
branch of  fiction. There are, however, probabilities”; secondly, because the 
fictional format provides an opportunity for exercising creative imagination 
while reconstructing the truly remarkable life of  Philippa Prentis Phillips, 
whose gravestone provided the puzzle.

The order of  the chapters reflects the questions I asked and the logic of  
the investigation but not always the actual sequence in which the research was 
done and the solutions appeared.

Throughout the centuries the name Prentis is spelt in at least five differ-
ent ways that range from Prentice to Prenlis to Prentis and beyond! I have 
therefore used the spelling as it occurs on the gravestone except when quoting 
directly from historical sources. 

The research that has gone into this book is extensive and there was no 
way that I could have done this single-handedly. Therefore I am deeply grateful 
for the help given me over nearly twenty years, by friends from many different 
specialities. I thank: historians, Geraldine Bews, Christine Eickelman, Vince 
Hubbard, David Small, Peter Webb; the past owners of  Montpelier Plantation 
Inn, James and Celia Milnes-Gaskell, and the present ones, Timothy, Meredith, 
Lincoln and Muffin Hoffman; genealogist, Diane Hallstrom; archaeologist, 
Marco Menike; industrial archaeologist, David Rollinson; author, Giles Milton; 

maritime historian and consultant, Nigel Hunt; geologist-vulcanologist, Brett 
Wilson; administrator, Elisabeth Jones; Curator of  Maps at the Royal 
Geographical Society, Francis Herbert; Archivist and Records Manager, Duchy 
of  Cornwall, Elisabeth A. Stuart.

Most especially I must thank Peter Robinson who has now worked with 
me on four projects as researcher and co-author. His skills are formidable and 
his discoveries have proved crucial for getting a comprehensive picture of  
Philippa and her life on Nevis.

I also owe an enormous debt to many Nevisians, most especially  
to Roland Archibald, whom I met over twenty years ago and his daughter, 
Judith McGrath, who has been most generous with her time and recollections. 
Others to whom I am indebted are Herman Ward, stonemason; Averil Richard-
Williams, administrator; Hyleta Liburd, teacher and education officer; John 
Guilbert, Executive Director, Nevis Historical and Conservation Society; 
Edison Richards, Sandy Claxton, Junior Mills, Miller Pemberton and all the 
staff  at Montpelier.

I must also thank Nick Webb for support and advice; Bill and Lynne 
Clewes who have helped in innumerable ways; other friends and visitors to 
Montpelier; the West Country Studies Library, Exeter, for permission to use 
their pictures; Pam Hewitt for impeccable proof  reading; Tony Seddon for the 
book’s layout and jacket design, based on a 18th century print of  Nevis; Adam 
and Siobhan Green, Cate Olson and Nash Robbins for friendship and critical 
advice. Most of  all I am indebted to Cheryl Lutring, who has worked tirelessly 
on the manuscript with her usual efficiency and skill.



16

Rivers of Time

17

Rivers of Time

Part One

A wanderer is man from his birth
He was born in a ship

On the breast of the river of Time
§

Matthew Arnold, The Future

Chapter One

Exploring the Present

“For each age is a dream that is dying.
Or one that is coming to birth.”

§

Arthur O’Shaughnessy, Ode

The Caribbean, one of  the most popular tourist destinations in the world,  
lies half  way between the southern tip of  Florida and the northern coast of  
Venezuela. The Tropic of  Cancer is nearly five hundred miles to the north, the 
Equator one thousand miles south. The cool, deep Atlantic Ocean lashes the 
eastern shores of  the islands while warm, shallow Caribbean seas lap the 
western ones. But even there, in places such as the Cayman Islands, the water 
can suddenly drop over sheer rocky walls to a depth of  three thousand feet. 

Some seven thousand tropical islands, islets, reefs and cays make up the 
land mass, whose crops and wildlife, cultures and dialects are hugely diverse. 
Large islands such as Grenada, St Lucia, Dominica, and Jamaica, show a whole 
range of  landscapes from humid rainforest on high mountain peaks, to lush 
plantations and dry sandy shorelines. But most islands, like Bequia and Jost van 
Dyke, are small. Some are famous for their yachting attractions, such as the 
Grenadines, or their scary airport approaches, such as Saba, or by the celebri-
ties who have homes there – Mustique and Princess Margaret, Necker and 
Richard Branson are amongst the best known. 

But one small island, Nevis, is famous for a heap of  additional reasons that 
cover British royalty, Lord Nelson, Alexander Hamilton, no casinos, controlled 
tourism and delightful people. Only thirty-five square miles in area, the island is 
really an extinct volcano rising to some three thousand feet, whose cone-shaped 
peak permanently attracts mists. When in 1493, Christopher Columbus first 
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caught sight of  this profile he named the island Nuestro Senora de las Nieves, Our 
Lady of  the Snows, from which the present name, Nevis, is supposedly derived. 
In the past the island has also been known as Dulcina or Mavis.

Driving around the coastal road takes no more than half  a day, even while 
stopping for the odd rum punch. Yet given its minute size Nevis is redolent 
with history – to a quite remarkable extent. In the late eighteenth century Lord 
Nelson was one of  its most famous visitors. Following the American War of  
Independence he was stationed there with orders to stop American goods being 
imported into the islands in exchange for sugar. Given that the trade had 
already gone on for over a hundred years his was a thankless task. His decisive 
actions were hugely unpopular with both the Americans and the plantation 
owners and consequently he was boycotted by local society. But when Prince 
William, the Captain of  HMS Pegasus, turned up everything changed. The 
Prince – the third son of  George III – would leave the Navy in 1789 and 
forty-one years later become King William IV. The two men became close 
friends and at Nelson’s wedding on 11th March 1787, Prince William gave the 
bride away. Fanny Nisbett was the niece of  John Herbert, the lawyer who had 
acted for Nelson in his legal battle with the local planters. The ceremony took 
place at Montpelier House in the south of  the island and their marriage 
certificate can still be seen in the parish church of  St John’s, Fig Tree. 

Two hundred years later another close connection developed with the 
British royal family, when another Prince William visited. In 1993, Diana, 
Princess of  Wales, recently separated from Prince Charles, brought her young 
sons for a two-week visit. They stayed at Montpelier Plantation Inn, an elegant 
hotel built in the grounds of  one of  the oldest plantations, just up the road 
from the house where Nelson was married. Princess Diana and her sons were 
far more popular with the locals than either the previous Prince William or 
Lord Nelson had ever been and her memory is still poignantly cherished.

Yet despite the unfortunate start, American connections and economic 
ones, too, remained strong. Alexander Hamilton, one of  the Founding Fathers 
of  America, was born on the island – on the wrong side of  the blanket, it is 
claimed. Trading links across the seas were continuous and deep. So vast was 
Nevis’s wealth in the late seventeenth century, that the island was christened 
The Queen of the Caribbees, for its small land mass-produced the best sugar of  
anywhere in the Caribbean and in the greatest quantity.

I first went to Nevis in January 1985 – not entirely by chance. I had just 
completed an eighteen-month documentary project which had taken me right 
around the world, but not, alas, in one go. I had filmed in Bangladesh, then 
returned to London; then in New York and back to London. Nepal, St Lucia 
and Montana followed and so it continued. I was exhausted and felt I deserved 
to indulge. Of  all travel writers, I had enjoyed most the articles of  Eric Newby, 
James Morris – as Jan Morris then was – and Mark Ottaway. Mark, the senior 
travel correspondent of  the Sunday Times, had written glowingly about Montpe-
lier Plantation Inn: it was his favourite small hotel in the world. So I booked 
my flights to Nevis without hesitation.

A huge British Airways aeroplane deposited me at Antigua; a minute 
LIAT one flew me on to Nevis. We stopped first at St Kitts and the next five 
minutes represented the shortest flight in the world between two countries – 
all of  two miles across the straits. The plane banked sharply over the water and 
we glided down onto a very short runway. The airport building may have been 
just an old shed, but Immigration and Customs were very serious affairs indeed. 
Once outside I had a choice of  several very old cars. Weather-beaten Luther, 
whose age I could not even begin to guess, packed me in with a warm greeting 
and a warning. Montpelier Plantation Inn was right at the other end of  the 
island. The drive would be long and the light was fading.

We started off  south along a small winding road. There were only a few 
houses, no hotels of  any kind that I could see, but donkeys and goats galore. 
On the left, the tree-covered slopes of  the mountain poured down to the shore-
line. On the right, a superb, vast plantation of  coconut palm stretched inland 
along the whole length of  a seven-mile beach. This, Luther told me, was called 
Pinney’s Beach after an early English settler who arrived as a ‘criminal’ and died 
a millionaire. We ambled through the main street of  Charlestown, the sleepy, 
dusty and run-down capital, then Luther turned east. For nearly four miles we 
climbed up a road where the ratio of  pot holes to tarmac was at least fifty-fifty 
and as we rose, the views of  Nevis Peak increasingly dominated. Suddenly, on 
the right hand side, I saw a beaten up rum shop and here Luther turned along 
a dirt road. We bounced down a hill, up a hill, then down another, even more 
wriggly and steep. We steered through potholes, over boulders and deep muddy 
ruts, into the back of  beyond. Then finally the car puffed its way through two 
iron gates into a courtyard. On the left was a simple plantation house with 
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characteristic first floor balconies. Across the courtyard was an exquisite, large 
ancient hall guarded by an enormous ficus tree, while away to the left was the 
original mill tower of  this old sugar plantation.

By the time I finally arrived I was deeply in love with Nevis and have 
returned there regularly ever since. Over the years, Nevis and its citizens, 
Montpelier Plantation Inn and its owners and visitors have given me so much 
– respite from work, fascinating experiences, the chance to know a variety of  
people of  many nationalities and occupations, ranging from well known writers 
to the first woman captain of  a New England fishing boat who survived the 
monster waves featured in the story The Perfect Storm. True, I missed Princess 
Diana and her sons by just two weeks, but I did meet a film star so famous and 
handsome that when I truthfully told my nieces he had taken me out to dinner, 
they reacted first with total disbelief  and then deep envy.

But above all, Nevis provided me with a puzzle that has obsessed me for 
over twenty years. Between projects that have kept me busy and the passing 
years that have made me older, this mystery has kept me beavering away. Finally, 
I think I may have solved it. The challenge first presented itself  on the second 
morning of  my very first stay.

Chapter Two

Touching the Past

“No nation was ever ruined by trade.”
§

Benjamin Franklin, Essays: Thoughts On Commercial Subjects

The accommodation at Montpelier is in small cottages dotted around the 
garden. Simple and beautifully furnished they had no air conditioning – though 
they do now. So before going to sleep that first night, I opened the curtains and 
let the Trade Winds blow right through the room and woke with the first rays 
of  the rising sun.

Owned by James and Celia Milnes-Gaskell, an English couple who had 
already been on the island for fifteen years, the hotel featured welcome touches 
of  English luxury, like real tea leaves and a proper tea-pot. Better still, a single 
professional woman travelling alone was not placed at the smallest table near 
the service doors of  the dining room, but treated superbly – welcomed, intro-
duced to people, drawn into all events whenever I wished. Immediately I felt 
part of  a most agreeable family party. Though the conversion from a ruined 
plantation to a luxury hotel had taken place not many years before, the grounds 
were already a green panoply of  lawns, palms and ferns. In the small flower bed 
beneath my terrace, humming birds flitted amongst the blossoms; small, cheeky, 
black finches with bright orange breasts chased canary-coloured ones, each 
aggressively defending their territories. 

I had taken my tea onto the terrace and as I drank looked south eastward 
towards the twin peaks of  Saddle Hill, the western one rising up like a pommel. 
The view was inviting, the air delicious. England’s winter with its grey fogs, 
cold temperatures and short dark days was thousands of  miles away. I decided 
to walk to the ridge on the skyline.



22

Rivers of Time

23

Rivers of Time

Relishing being able to wear just cotton slacks and a short-sleeved shirt, I set 
off  at a brisk pace – through the car park, then right down a lane that would 
be a mud bath in the wet, summer season. Breasting a small slope, I waved to a 
braying donkey on the left and walked on for a further two hundred yards. At 
the T-junction I turned right, then almost immediately left and on through the 
valley to Cox Village. Cocks and hens scattered across the path; goats and kids 
scurried off  the verges into the bush. The rural bustle of  a West Indian day was 
taking over, the sound of  water being drawn against a counterpoint of  chatter-
ing children getting ready for school. 

At the end of  the village I began to climb around the side of  a steep hill. 
After half  a mile I took a rough track through thick scrubland – the only way 
up to the ridge. Land crabs scuttled sideways in the mud; a group of  chattering 
monkeys, suddenly spotting me, shot across my path in startled bounds. 

The walk was exhilarating and the rise of  the sun kept pace with the rise 
of  the hill. Some fifteen minutes later, when I was nearing the lower ridge, I saw 
two heavy stone columns forming pillars for entrance gates to the land beyond. 
But oddly, there were no gates.

I passed between the pillars onto a level piece of  grass and stopped to 
catch my breath. Directly below me the slope of  Saddle Hill fell to the plain 
and the sea beyond. To the north-west I could see the island of  St Kitts very 
clearly. Beyond lay the stark outline of  Saint Eustatius and some forty miles 
away, the faint silhouette of  Saba. 

I turned back east towards Saddle Hill, along a path running between a 
big cistern on the left and a modern house on my right. As I passed, a man 
appeared in the doorway and waved in greeting.

“Good morning, ma’am,” he said.
“Good morning,” I replied. “What a lovely day.”
As he came towards me, I saw a slim Nevisian, about five feet ten inches 

who carried himself  very erect. The lines on his face and the wear of  his hands 
suggested someone who worked the land. I guessed he was in his early 
seventies. 

“You’ve come up from Montpelier?” This was more a statement than a query.
“Yes, I have. The day was too good to waste.”
“And you live in England, ma’am?”
“Yes.”

“I have family members in Leeds, Birmingham and Sheffield. You must be 
hot from the climb. Would you like some water?”

“Thank you very much.”
“Then please come in.”
He led the way to the front of  his house. But though the door was open, 

he took me onto a terrace at the side, where the full glory of  the view was 
revealed. There he left me, disappeared into the house and shortly returned 
with a glass of  cold water.

“Have you lived here long?” I asked.
“Long on Nevis but not long at this house. I am an estater.” 
I had never heard that word before and I must have looked puzzled for 

he explained, “I have estates.”
“So all this land is yours?”
His smile combined great sweetness and pride.

“Well, yes. But there’s still a lot of  work to be done up here, for it’s badly 
overgrown. Not like in the early years.”

How long ago were those early years, I wondered, and what were they like. 
As I finished the water, he said, “My name is Roland Archibald.”
“And mine is June Goodfield.”
“I am pleased to meet you, ma’am. I’d like to show you something special. 

Will you come walk with me?”
I had no hesitation in following this gentle man. He led the way back to 

the footpath and turned east. The path was very rough, full of  volcanic stone 
and covered with thorn bushes that scratched at my slacks. Still he kept on, 
walking rapidly. Then at the slope’s edge, he stopped and pointed south-east 
across the sea.

“There is Montserrat. The small island in front is Redondo. On a clear 
day you can see as far as Guadaloupe.” 

But there was haze over the sea and only Montserrat and rocky Redondo 
stood out, illuminated by rays of  sunlight. 

Now Roland Archibald turned away and walked straight towards the 
bulk of  Saddle Hill. But after another twenty yards he suddenly veered left 
into dense bush. This time my skin was scratched right through my slacks. 
Pushing aside the shrubs, he led the way to a minute clearing and there I saw 
a tombstone. 



24

Rivers of Time

25

Rivers of Time

“Read what it says,” he invited.
As I approached the waist-high structure something immediately struck 

me as incongruous. The supporting stones and masonry seemed identical with 
those of  the cistern I had seen near his house. Yet the slab on top was totally 
different – old and broken in half, with the two diagonal pieces roughly 
repaired with modern cement.

I lent over the tomb. The words were easy to read since the sunlight cast 
a deep shadow and the letters stood out clearly.

“Read what it says,” he repeated.
I traced the words with my forefinger and spoke them out aloud.

Here lyeth the body
of Philippa Prentis
Phillips, the wife of 

Clement Prentis and
after his decease

the wife of William Phillips 
Departed her Life August the XI, 

Anno Domini 1683.

I suddenly found myself  very moved, looking at a gravestone commemo-
rating the life of  a woman who surely must have been one of  the earliest 
settlers on the island. Eager to ask questions, I glanced back at Roland 
Archibald but something in his expression stopped me. He was still gazing 
intently at the tablet.

I believe an entire minute went by before he spoke again.
“She loved it up here. I come up every day to talk to her and when I die, I 

am going to be buried here too.”
Once again I was deeply moved. But I was also utterly astonished. Why 

did he say that? How could he know what she had loved? I smiled at him invit-
ingly, but he said nothing more and I did not want to pry. So in silence we 
walked back to the house.

Racing back down the two miles to the hotel, the questions piled up in 
my mind. Who was Philippa? Where did she live before coming to Nevis? 
When did she arrive? Why did she come? Did she have children by either of  

her two husbands? Were any of  her descendants on the island; were they 
anywhere in fact? Most puzzling of  all, just why did a quiet, dignified Nevisian 
estater, living three hundred years later, want to be buried in an isolated spot 
next to a woman he could never have known – one who might well have owned 
his ancestors as slaves?

§

Whether lying in bed, with the familiar trade winds providing a night-time 
lullaby, or walking the seven-mile Pinney Beach – positively virginal in those 
days, with not a single hotel to be seen – my thoughts constantly returned to 
Philippa. I yearned to know more about her, to understand her life, interpret 
her world of  centuries ago. Yet at the same time I was puzzled why this person, 
intrigued me so much. The mystery was certainly challenging but there was 
something else. For some reason I already felt a deep identification with her. I 
had recently gone through a painful period in my life – a miscarriage, divorce 
and my brother’s death all in just a few short months. Philippa would have had 
to be strong, would have had to struggle against enormous odds. I doubted 
that had I lived in her times, I could have even survived in a strange country, let 
alone succeeded. 

But even using the word ‘succeeded’ was sheer speculation. I didn’t know 
the first thing about Philippa, except that her ancient tablet lay on what seemed 
to me to be a modern tombstone. Yet her mystery – evoked by a gravestone 
carrying just three facts and the emotional words of  a living Nevisian – formed 
an irresistible challenge. Since my documentary project was complete, I had 
time on my hands and anticipated that resolving her puzzle would be very 
straightforward. A systematic and careful study of  the records – tracing geneal-
ogies, examining land deeds, unearthing wills, interpreting edicts – should 
rapidly reveal the story of  Philippa on Saddle Hill and why Roland Archibald 
said what he had said.




