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We meet our guide under The Big Screen on Armada Way, 
and wait awhile, wondering if anyone else will join us on 
this walking tour of the city’s past, present and future. 
And just as an aside, a pause if you like, in this tale of true 
fiction - did you know that Plymouth’s strap-line used to 
be Plymouth – The Spirit of Disco?* This was before it 
morphed into Positively Plymouth. And then, of course, 
once the Atlantic was upgraded from a mere sea to an ocean 
by marketeers in 2013, Plymouth became The Ocean City.

With no-one else joining us, we set off to St Andrews church 
and walk under the newly installed bronze sculpture of St 
Andrew throwing a fishing net. Reality glitches and I ask 
our guide if we’ll be wandering past the Theatre Royal to 
have a look at the recently sited homage to the EastEnders 
character ‘Bianca’ (played by Plymouth born Patsy Palmer) 
- a huge hooded bronze figure squatting in all its cheeky 
mockney charm at the entrance to the theatre. Our guide 
demurs. She’s more of a Coronation Street fan she replies. 

We pause to look at the stone carved sign Resurgam (latin 
for ‘I shall rise again’) above the entrance to the church, 
which became Plymouth’s motto after the devastation it 
suffered in the Second World War. Tucked away in the 
corner of the church’s graveyard, Resurgam is also found on 
the gravestone of eccentric local artist Robert Lenkiewicz. 
His body isn’t actually buried there as the gravestone was 
part of his contentious ‘Death Project’ (1982), which saw 
the artist fake his own death. “I could not know what it 
was like to be dead,” said the artist, “but I could discover 
what it was like to be thought dead”.

Leaving the church, we wander towards The Hoe and walk 
past Sir John Hawkins Square. It’s tucked away in a back 
street, out of view. Sir John Hawkins – Francis Drakes first 
cousin and Britain’s first slaver. Hawkins made so much 
money from kidnapping West Africans and selling them 
as slaves that Queen Elizabeth I granted him a special crest 
in the form of a bounded slave. Plymouth Council are to 
make improvements to Sir John Hawkins Square as part of 
The Mayflower 400 celebrations. In our evolving future we 
need a more complex understanding of differing histories 
and how they manifest in our streets. In Bristol there is a 
visible monument a victim of slavery (Pero’s Bridge) and 
an ongoing public discussion around the many memorials 
to the slaver Edward Colston. With the new History 
Centre (strap-line: ‘Love our Past’) opening in 2020, will 
Plymouth also open up public discussions around some of 
its less than positive history?

We walk on, sifting through the past. Our guide reminds 
us that The Ocean City was once a hotbed of Cromwellian 
anti-monarchist dissent, the town being besieged for 
almost four years by surrounding Royalists. After the 
restoration of the monarchy, the King Charles II reeked 
his revenge on Plymouth’s parliamentarians by torturing 
them on Drake’s Island. He also built the Royal Citadel 
on The Hoe. It was designed so its guns could fire onto the 
town - an early example of intimidation by design (Drake 
Circus would be a contemporary example).  Plymouth is 
once again surrounded by a sea of Tory blue, its closest ally 
being Exeter, and then nothing until Bristol (unless you 
count Liberal Bath, which, given the election result, you 
probably don’t).

So we come to Drake. You can’t really do a 
walking tour of Plymouth without stubbing 
your toe on the big guy’s pearl encrusted, 
golden locked legacy. Here he is, on The 
Hoe, staring out to sea in all his solid bronze, 
muscled thighed, bushy bearded glory, his 
eyes permanently locked on the horizon. 
The story goes, as you’ll remember from 
your childhood, that Drake and his generals 
were playing bowls on The Hoe, picking 
their teeth and leisurely waiting for the tide 
to change before they sailed out to tackle 
the Spanish Armada, in between lunch and 
dinner. Seeing as The Hoe in 1588 was in fact 
fields full of grazing cattle, the idea of playing 
bowls between the cow pats, seems, well, cow 
pats. But according to our guide, this story is 
genuine and without any embellishment.

We end our walking tour at The Barbican, 
with the past coming thick and fast into view. 
Like an historical face-off, The Elizabethan 
House and the Tudor House glower at each 
other on either side of New Street. The 
Elizabethan House (a museum) apologises for 
‘any inconvenience caused’ whereas the Tudor 
House advertises a sale of Liberty fabrics and 
a one bedroom flat to let (available soon). On 
the same street is a small brass sign, affixed 
to the side of a house. It reads “On This Spot 
in 1765 Nothing Happened”. And that’s 
Plymouth, a city with an historical identity as 
complex as its many cobbled streets.

At The Mayflower Steps, the ‘traditional’ 
disembarkation point for the Pilgrim 
Fathers**, our guide departs. We stand 
awhile, you and I, under the doric portico, 
being jostled by many other memorials - the 
Mayflower Mavericks***, the colonisation of 
New Zealand and Australia, the Tolpuddle 
Martyrs and the first Transatlantic Flight.  A 
couple of American tourists ask you to take 
their photo. You oblige, taking a few, just to 
be sure the moment is captured. You return 
the phone with a smile and the past alters 
again.

* The signs on the approach to “Plymouth 
– The Spirit of Discovery”, were slightly 
rewritten/vandalised.

**It’s thought that the true site of the 
Mayflower Steps is in fact under the women’s 
toilets of the pub, The Admiral MacBride.

*** https://mayflowermavericks.wordpress.
com

This article was commissioned by the Art 
Writers Group. The Arts Writers Group was 
set up by Peter Stiles and Jo Lanyon and 
ran a programme of events and residencies 
in Bristol, West Cornwall and Plymouth in 
2017 in order to encourage the development 
of writing about contemporary art across the 
South West (www.artwritersgroup.co.uk). 
Local arts writers gained new skills and 
training from Lizzie Lloyd and Tom Jeffreys 
(our two arts writers in residence).

Sorry for Any 
Inconvenience Caused
BY SOPHIE MELLOR
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